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Abstract: The Narrative and Identity of Pragmatism in America: the History of a Dysfunctional Family? 
  
We have recently seen the publication of several books on the narrative and identity of pragmatism.  Perhaps, this is a sign that, after the first decade of the 21st century, scholars on pragmatism have now the required distance or historical perspective to be confident about the history of pragmatism in the 20th century.  In this paper, I examine the narratives of pragmatism in Richard Bernstein’s The Pragmatic Turn (Polity Press, 2010) and Colin Koopman’s Pragmatism as Transition (Columbia University Press, Fall 2009). In spite of their differences, these scholars argue for an inclusive “big tent” pragmatism.   Their view of pragmatism in America is optimistic and reconciliatory about the past, present, and future tensions that exist between pragmatist thinkers.  They propose and envision different “waves” of pragmatism, each one providing a new harmonious synthesis of what came before.   While this is a desirable or attractive narrative, I do not think these scholars address and come to terms with the core and most difficult issues that seriously split pragmatists today. We are in fact a very dysfunctional family of philosophers. In this paper, I outline these issues in the hope that someday a genuine reconciliation will be possible.
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Richard Bernstein’s narrative of pragmatism

There is a noticeable difference between Richard Bernstein’s early and recent essays on Pragmatism.  In the early essays, he emphasizes those aspects of the Classical American Pragmatists (CAP) that distinguishes them from linguistic pragmatism.
 The recent Bernstein, however, is in a more reconciliatory and inclusive mode, trying to make the case for a “big tent” pragmatism that includes such thinkers as Sellars, Putnam, Habermas, Davidson, Rorty, McDowell, Cheryl Misak, Cornel West, Jeffrey Stout, and Brandom.
  According to Bernstein, the proper narrative about pragmatism will disclose that we are all part of the same philosophical family, after all.  Bernstein concludes,  “the best philosophic thinking of our country can be understood as variations on pragmatic themes [introduced by the CAP]. This is my warrant for calling the twentieth century The Pragmatist Century.”


To make his case, Bernstein first challenges what he considers to be the standard narrative about Pragmatism in the USA. This is the story that pragmatism was born out of different interpretations of Peirce’s principle or maxim that he presented in his early articles and that was discussed in the Metaphysical club in Boston. At some point "pragmatism" took hold as a generalized name for a distinctively American philosophical movement. But by the late 1930’s pragmatism, as a vital philosophical movement, began to fade from the American scene. During the 1950’s “a quiet but dramatic revolution was taking place in American philosophy departments.”
  The “British-linguistic invasion” or “the linguistic turn”  “reshaped most of the prestigious philosophy departments in the United States.”
   After this the philosophies of the CAP were almost completely marginalized.  The next chapter in this standard story is a leap from the 1960’s to 1979 when Rorty published Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature; the interest in Pragmatism began to change because of Rorty. 


Bernstein argues that this standard story is misleading and superficial because pragmatism did not come to an end with the arrival of analytic philosophy. “On the contrary, after the linguistic turn, philosophers such as Wittgenstein, Quine, Sellars, and Davidson were able to refine and advance pragmatic themes that were anticipated by the classical pragmatists. The most original and creative thinking of the best analytic philosophers advances the cause of pragmatism and helps to bring about the sea change that the classical pragmatists initiated.”
  To Rorty’s credit, he “was one of the first to see that “there is a more subtle and complex narrative of philosophy in America.”
  “Increasingly, Rorty came to see the work of Donald Davidson as his primary hero because Rorty reads Davidson as going beyond Quine and Sellars in furthering the cause of pragmatism.” 


Bernstein argues that this counter narrative is more inclusive and makes CAP much more relevant.  “The CAP introduced a number of interrelated themes that have been explored and elaborated in novel ways throughout the twentieth century.”
  What are the “key interrelated themes” or insights that directly or indirectly can be identified with the legacy of pragmatism?  Bernstein endorses Hilary Putnam’s view on this. Some of these key theses are antiskepticism, fallibilism, and the rejection of the fact-value dualism.  Bernstein thinks that once we adopt this broader perspective we can begin to appreciate the continuity between different “waves” of pragmatist and how thinkers coming even from different traditions can be accommodated as continuing and advancing the legacy of pragmatism.  Robert Brandom is an important part of this story but so are Quine, Davidson, Sellars, Habermas, Cheryl Misak, Cornel West, Jeffrey Stout, and John McDowell.  

Bernstein’s narrative of the history of pragmatist scholarship in America is insightful and while its inclusivity is a noble goal, there are three serious issues must be addressed:

(1) Can we have a “big tent” pragmatism or present a coherent narrative of pragmatism when there are serious philosophical differences between many of the Neo-pragmatists that Bernstein wants to include and the rest of the pragmatists?  


For instance, Neo-pragmatists philosophers have openly asserted that the aspect of CAP that should be totally disregarded and that is dated is everything that revolves around “experience.”  For sure, Brandom and Rorty will want to get out of the “big tent” if  “experience” is included among the themes that identify pragmatism.  Brandom says, “Rorty and I both think that Sellars´ critique of the myth of the given shows the notion of experience as simply outmoded… I agree with him that there is no useful way to rehabilitate the concept of experience. We just need to do without that.”
 This is not a small disagreement, especially when for pragmatist, who see themselves as continuing the legacy of CAP,  “experience” not just one theme among many, but a key issue, since it is about how philosophy should be done (a metaphilosophy). More on this later.  This difference about “experience” comes to the fore in their different accounts of the history of pragmatism.  No one denies that pragmatism has evolved (as it should) but there are different views about this evolvement, especially in the second part of the 20th century. This raises the next difficulty.

 (2) Can we decide what is the proper narrative about the history of pragmatism without taking a stand on what is “the best legacy of pragmatism”, i.e. on what is philosophical advancement and cutting edge in philosophy?  


 This issue is critical to understand why there is disagreement today about the history of pragmatism. The recent scholarship about pragmatism is now in agreement about certain things.  First, no one desires to come up with an account of Pragmatism that does not do justice to the important differences among pragmatists.  Second, nothing could be more anti-pragmatist than claiming that pragmatists share an essence.  Third, there is no common body of doctrine called Pragmatism, yet there are some overlapping set of themes and values that have been pass down through the generations of this historical family of philosophers.  What are, however, the key philosophical insights?  For instance, what is it that we have inherited from the CAP? Here is where ones views about what philosophical insights are better than others cannot be separated from a merely descriptive historical account.


In other words, in any historical account of pragmatism some selectivity is unavoidable and this is one reason for disagreements about the nature of Pragmatism.   It hardly follows from the fact of selectivity that any answer is as good as any other. I propose that any account of Pragmatism must be based and defended on, at least, two grounds:  (a) textual evidence that pragmatists shared to some degree the philosophical insights claimed; and that (b) these philosophical insights are the ones most worthy of resurrection or reconstruction.  (b) is important and is usually the basis of selectivity. Disagreement about the nature of Pragmatism cannot be resolved by merely appealing to the classic texts of the movement.  For even when we agree about what the classical pragmatist said, there is disagreement about these other questions relevant to (b):  What is the most significant contribution of Pragmatism in the history of philosophy?   What is the difference that makes the most difference?  


Before I return to Bernstein’s narrative, and in the interest of full disclosure let me share my own view on this issue.  I am one of the pragmatists that take “experience” as key to the history of pragmatism but there has been some misunderstanding of what this means. Pragmatism is a revolutionary philosophy in the history of philosophy because it criticized the modern starting point and instead took “experience” as the proper starting point of any philosophical investigation. The key philosophical insight in the development and history of pragmatism is meta-philosophical, i.e., about how to proceed in doing philosophy.  According to pragmatism, underneath the debates among opposing schools in modern philosophy is a common starting point that resulted in a certain view of experience, which in turn led to artificial and irresolvable problems.  The history of pragmatism could be understood as the history of criticisms of a starting point that has been and continues to be favored in philosophy.  And with each new articulation of what this favored starting point comes to, there is the hope of sophistication in the detection and prevention of this ill in philosophy.  Peirce called it  “Cartesianism” because he saw it in Descartes.
 James detected it in traditional empiricism and therefore called for a more “radical” empiricism.  But once you get to Dewey, the failure to come to terms with the proper starting point is considered so common in philosophy that he decided to call it “the philosophical fallacy.”   The problem is that philosophers tend to favor starting with a theoretical view of things, in particular one in which we are subjects or spectators of a world to be known.   Pragmatism proposes instead the “radical” idea that philosophy should start where we are, i.e. in the midst of our concrete pretheoretical, practical, everyday experience and continue to return to that for confirmation.  If it was not for the fact that the word “practice” is usually used to mean a certain narrow aspect of experience,  “practice”, is according to the pragmatist the adequate starting point.  For to be and start in experience is to be engaged in a practical, agentive way and not from a theoretical stance, as in the “cartesian” contemplation of the objects of consciousness.    

The view of Pragmatism as centered on experience as the starting point can be defended on the basis of the two grounds already suggested:  (a) It is supported by a generous, open, honest and empathetic reading of the texts. In other words, from an effort to try to understand the pragmatists on their own terms, (b) It is one that makes pragmatism the most radical move beyond modern philosophy and a promising or useful resource for criticism and advancement of current philosophizing. 


I do not have here the space to defend (a), but I think that the textual evidence is overwhelming at least in regard to the core philosophical figures in this historical family.  A text is, of course, subject to a plurality of reasonable interpretations, but too many philosophers cannot help but read their theoretical prejudices into the text.  This has happen often with the pragmatists texts. In doing so, they have missed the pragmatists radical reconstruction of philosophy.  The standard narrative of the Neo-pragmatists about pragmatism is a very narrow one, centered on philosophy of language and epistemology. In this story, there is no mention of James’ radical empiricism or Dewey’s insistence to take “experience” as method.  I have no doubt that one can provide enough textual evidence to support this interpretation, but it leaves out much that is powerful, fundamental, and radical about this philosophical tradition.  The view of Pragmatism as sharing a metaphilosophy is more inclusive and interesting.  The pragmatic maxim about the meaning of concepts while important, it is just one of many other consequences of taking lived experience as the starting point.   It follows from their metaphilosophy that the meaning of concepts (including “truth”) must be cashed out in experiential terms and consequences. There are, of course, important differences between James, Dewey, and Peirce in regard to their particular views about meaning, truth, and much more. Nevertheless, they share a metaphilosophy.  Even their shared commitment to fallibilism and pluralism, are a consequence of taking lived experience as their starting point. For one of the first things that strike us about experience is that it is “experienced as” changing, open-ended, plural, and subjected to possible improvement.    


The view of Pragmatism centered on experience as the starting point is the most radical and promising.  It allows us to provide a full diagnosis of what went wrong with modern philosophy.  It gives us today a powerful basis to criticize present debates, which are often “family quarrels” because of the same starting point.    More importantly, this view of pragmatism allows us today to criticize or improve the hypothesis or conclusions of CAP.   We must be open to the possibility that some of their views may not fit experience as we find it today. 


Let me return to consider Bernstein’s narrative. I agree with Bernstein that “contrary to the myth of the pragmatists being passé, they were actually ahead of their times” and it is only now that we are catching up.”
 This seems to motivate his counter narrative account.  We may, however, disagree about what counts as philosophical progress in the 20th century.   I agree wholeheartedly with Bernstein that the contributions of CAP to 20th century philosophy will be more fully recognized once we recognize that it was the inherited pragmatist insights that allowed Neo-pragmatists (Rorty, Putnam, Quine, Davidson, Sellars, Brandom) to provide devastating and perhaps creative critique of the Linguistic turn, but I do not think their critique was radical enough, and in that sense they did not use the most radical tools of the CAP. More importantly, in some important ways the Neo-Pragmatists never really doubted some basic assumptions of the linguistic turn. This is why the name “Linguistic Pragmatism” fits them nicely.  Rorty may have tried to disassociate himself from the linguistic turn as it developed in analytic philosophy, but he was part of this turn in some broader sense. He, as well as other Neo-Pragmatists, never abandoned the metaphilosophical assumption that philosophy must start with language, discourse, communication or that experience is linguistic-conceptual all the way down. 


There may be in the future a way to reconcile the differences between scholars about pragmatism, but I am suggesting that a genuine dialogue must confront assumptions about what it means to “advance the best of the pragmatist legacy.”  Brandom and Rorty think that the big break or insight of pragmatism in relation to tradition is the critique of representationalism in epistemology and semantics.  For me (and others), their most radical and worthwhile insight is of what is most taken for granted in philosophy: intellectualism and the theoretical starting point.   Rorty objects to the linguistic turn because it is another attempt at representationalism, but not because he doubts for a minute that language is the proper starting point of philosophy. Neo—pragmatist have not been able to cut the last link which binds them to Russel, Carnap, and Hegel:  a theoretical view of life is their starting point and not life as we lived it. 

 
Bernstein is correct that many of the themes developed by the pragmatic thinkers were central to the work of major twentieth century philosophers like Wittgenstein, Hilary Putnam, Jürgen Habermas, Richard Rorty, and Robert Brandom; especially the general idea that “Practice is primary”.   But lets not get too excited or get carried away.  This agreement is superficial.  It is not clear to me that all of these thinkers mean the same thing or refer to the same thing when they talk about “practice”. Dewey would have no problem with calling experience the “context of practice” but for Brandom it is something that is  “discursive” all the way down.  That I am a situation that is had in some pre-cognitive way strike me as more concrete and obvious than saying that I am in a “practice”, which seems more of an abstraction or a description of my life from a theoretical point of view.  And nothing could be more contrary to the CAP than to start with a theoretical view of things.   

Colin Koopman’s quest for a “third way” pragmatism

If Bernstein proposes a “big tent” narrative that ignores differences, Colin Koopman has the merit of confronting them, or at least that is his intention.  A central thesis of Koopman’s Pragmatism as Transition is that we are in need for a “third wave” because we have reached an impasse between the first two waves, which he describes as the “traditional experience-centric” one of the classical figures, and the “language-centric pragmatism” of the Neo-pragmatists.  Koopman asserts that it is time to move towards a “third pragmatism” one that “makes peace” and recuperates the “best of both waves of previous pragmatism” 
 Koopman’s well-intentioned effort fails because he misses what is the fundamental source of disagreement between the first and second wave.  The issue is not “language” versus “experience”, but the “practical” and “theoretical” starting point for philosophy.   Koopman’s analysis is superficial because it does not confront the meta-philosophical reason why one pragmatism centers on language and the other on experience.  For us, Deweyans, what is problematic about the linguistic pragmatists is that they, just as modern philosophers, start with a theory: that all of our experience is language-infused or that it is theory-laden.   We cannot start where the Neo-pragmatists claims we must start without accepting the cognitive privilege provided by a theory.  Dewey simply did not make this error because he started with, as Ortega y Gasset puts it, "my life" as I live it from day to day. “ Dewey's starting point is pre-theoretical.


It is also questionable whether Koopman’s proposal for a “third wave” is a third one since he ends up siding with Neo-Pragmatism in so far as he agrees with them, and for the same mistaken reason, that there is something problematic about “experience”.  According to the Neo-pragmatist the notion of “experience” (and any related notions) of the classical pragmatists is problematic because it presupposes the myth of a non-linguistic “given” and therefore foundationalism, representation, and other modern evils (including “metaphysics”).   This criticism is, however, of target.  The critique of the myth of the given is clever and appropriate when raised against the modern view of experience, but it hardly applies to CAP view of experience.   The target of Sellar’s critique is a certain conception of knowledge and not “experience” as the starting point, i.e., as a meta-philosophical commitment.  What is really discouraging about this confusion by the Neo-pragmatists is that their quick dismissal of  “experience” does not come from a genuine effort to even read what the CAP wrote.  This point to a social problem and the last issue that must be address if we are ever to move towards a genuine “third wave” of pragmatism.   About this next challenge Bernstein and Koopman are, however, silent.

(3) How can we expect or hope for a “third wave” or some reconciliation between contemporary pragmatists when in fact there has been a lack of a genuine dialogue between them? 


There is evidence that the narrative presented by Bernstein and Koopman is actually about a very dysfunctional family of philosophers. One has only to attend regularly SAAP conferences to become aware of the lack of a genuine philosophical dialogue between pragmatists in America.
   Here is a list of typical accusations that continues to spilt this philosophical community in the USA. 

NeoPragmatists on the Pragmatists: 

*“We do not participate in SAAP because this is an “orthodox church” with plenty of Dewey worship.” 

* “The prominent Americanists (the "stewards," "inheritors," and "gate-keepers" of CP) have used the "unity narrative" to afford themselves attitudes of persecution and righteous entitlement; the result has been unhelpful insularity and shoddy scholarship.”  
The Pragmatist on the Neo-Pragmatists:

* “They are too much aware of their own self importance as professional philosophers, perhaps because most of them come from IVY league or North East schools. 

* “They preach a self-serving narrative of pragmatism and their criticisms of CAP are not based on an open, honest, and generous reading of the texts.  They also feel no responsibility to do the homework and quote the secondary sources on CAP. ”


While some of the above maybe just caricatures and stereotypes, it points to social problem.  Koopman’s book has the important merit of pointing to and opening a much need discussion about the disagreement between philosophers that are supposed to share a name and a history. But can we ignore the actual political or sociological dimensions of the impasse and instead focus on the theoretical source of disagreement?  To what extent the impasse is the result of two groups of philosophers that hold very different status and reputation in professional philosophy in the USA?      The complete or “real” story of pragmatism in the USA must include more than the history of the ideas.  How much of the disagreement between these two groups is simply the result of both sides not making a genuine effort to understand the other in their own terms? I am afraid that we are not a good example of the community of inquiry that we often preach about. 

 Notes
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� See “The Pragmatic Century”   (Davaney, Sheila Greeve; Frisina, Warren G. (2006), The Pragmatic Century: Conversations with Richard J. Bernstein, SUNY Press, p. vii .), “The New Pragmatists” (Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal Volume 28, Number 2, 2007).  Many of these ideas are further developed in Bernstein’s recent book The Pragmatic Turn (Polity Press, 2010)
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� Brandom, Robert  “Pragmatics and Pragmatism” in Hilary Putnam: Pragmatism and Realism (ed, James Conant) p. 5.


� In a Monist article published in 1905 Peirce made the following remarks: 


“Philosophers of very diverse stripes propose that philosophy shall start from one or another state of mind in which no man, least of all the beginner in philosophy, actually is. One proposes that you shall begin by doubting everything, and says that there is only one thing that you cannot doubt, as if doubting were “as easy as lying. Another proposes that we should begin by observing “the first impressions of sense”…But in truth, there is but one state of mind from which you can “set out,” namely, the very state of mind in which you actually find yourself at the time you do “set out”—a state in which you are laden with an immense mass of cognition already formed, of which you cannot divest yourself if you would…”(CP5.416)


� The Pragmatic Turn, p.2.


� Pragmatism as Transition (Columbia University Press, Fall 2009), p.106.


� Attendance and membership to SAAP have varied throughout the year, but I think that it is a warranted conclusion that, as inclusive and open as SAAP is , SAAP has become the home of mostly those scholars that are pragmatists and not of Neopragmatism.   Neo-pragmatists are not consistent participants.   The same could be said about scholars that work on the CAP in regard to Neo-pragmatist’s events.  There is very little interaction between the two groups of pragmatists, very little participation in each other’s events, and that what there is, is very superficial.
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