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Preface

This volume contains essays written during the period 1972-1980.
They are arranged roughly in order of composition. Except for the
Introduction, all have been published previously and are reprinted
with minor changes, ranging from a few words here and there in the
earlier essays to a few paragraphs here and there in the later ones. I
have updated footnote references in a few cases where it seemed
particularly appropriate to do so. For the most part, however, I have
made no attempt to refer to literature which has appeared since the
essay was originally published (except for internal cross-references to
other essays in this volume).

I no longer agree with everything said in these essays-particularly
the ones written in the early seventies. Nor are they entirely consis­
tent with one another. I reprint them nevertheless because, with one
exception, the general drift of what they say still seems right. The
exception is Essay 3-a piece comparing Heidegger and Dewey. I
now think that my view of Heidegger in the concluding pages of that
essay was unduly unsympathetic; but I reprint the essay in the hope
that the earlier pages may be of interest. I hope to offer a more bal­
anced and useful interpretation in a book on Heidegger which I am
now writing.

Various other pieces which I wrote during this period have not been
included -those which were largely polemical or technical in charac­
ter. I have included only essays which might have some interest for
readers outside of philosophy. I am grateful to readers of my Philos­
ophy and the Mirror of Nature who have suggested that they would
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x Preface

find it useful to have these essays more readily available. The essays
treat in more detail various topics dealt with sketchily i.n. that book.

Finally, I am grateful to Pearl Cavanaugh,. Lee Rltl.ns, Bunny
Romano, Ann Getson, and Laura Bell for patient retypmg, and to
David Velleman for helpful editorial advice.

The provenance of the essa~s is as follow~. I am most gratefu:l to
each of the editors and publIshers of the Journals and collectiOns
listed below for their permission to reprint. . ..

Essay 1 ("The W?rld W~ll Lost") .w~ re~d to the Eastern DiV1SiOn
of the American Philosophical AssociatiOn m December of 197.2, and
commented upon by Bruce Aune and Milton Fisk. It appeared m The
journal ofPhilosophy, LXIX (1972): 649-665. .

Essay 2 ("Keeping Philosophy Pure") appeared m The Yale Re-
view, LXV (1976): 336-356. ... "

Essay 3 ("Overcoming the TraditiOn: Heidegg~r a~d Dewey. ) w~
read to a conference on Heidegger held at the Umversity of CalIfor~l1a
at San Diego in 1974. It appeared in The Review of Metaphyszcs,
xxx (1976): 280-305. .

Essay 4 ("Professionali~ed Phil~sophy and .Transcend~ntalistCul­
ture") was read to the Bicentenmal Symposmm of Philosophy.ar­
ranged by the City University of New York in 1976. It appeared firSt
in The Georgia Review, XXX (1976): 757-769, and later (under the
title "Genteel Syntheses, Professional Analyses, an~ Transcend.ental­
ist Culture") in the proceedings of the Bicentenmal Symposmm­
Two Centuries of Philosophy in America, ed. Peter Caws (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1980), pp. 228-239. .

Essay 5 ("Dewey's Metaphysics") was .one .of a senes of le~tureson
the philosophy of Dewey held at the U~iversity of Ver~ontm 1975,
sponsored by the John Dewey FoundatiOn. It appeared m New Stud­
ies in the Philosophy of john Dewey, ed. Steven M. Cahn (Hanover,
N. H.: University Press of New ~ngland, .1?77), pp. 45-74. ."

Essay 6 ("Philosophy as a Kmd of Wntmg: An Essay on Dernda )
appeared in New Literary History, X (1978-79): 141-160.

Essay 7 ("Is There a Problem about Fi~tional Discours~?") is a
paper written for the tenth biannual gathenng o! the Arbeitsgruppe
Poetik und Hermeneutik, held at Bad Homburg m 1979. It was pub­
lished in Funktionen des Fictiven: Poetik und Hermeneutik, X
(Munich: Fink Verlag, 1981).

Essay 8 ("Nineteenth-Century Idealism and. Twenti~th-eentury
Textualism") was written for a conference honormg Maunce Mandel­
baum, held at the Johns Hopkins University in 1980, and sponsored
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by the Matchette Foundation. It appeared in The Monist, LXIV
(1981): 155-174.

Essay 9 ("Pragmatism, Relativism, and Irrationalism") was de­
livered as the presidential address to the Eastern Division of the
~erican Philos~phicalAssociation in 1979. It appeared in Proceed­
mgs of the Amencan Philosophical Association, LIII (1980): 719-738.

Essay ~O ("Cavell on Skepticism") appeared in The Review of
Metaphyszcs, XXXIV (1980-81): 759-774.

E~say 11 ("Metho?, Social Science, and Social Hope") is a revised
verSiOn of a paper wntten for a conference on "Values and the Social
Sciences:' held .at th~ Universio/ of California at Berkeley in 1980.
The earlIer verSiOn will appear m Values and the Social Sciences, ed.
Norman Hahn, Robert Bellah, and Paul Rabinow, under the title
"Method and Morality." The present version appeared in The Canadian
journal ofPhilosophy, XI (1981): 569-588.

Essay 12 ("Philosophy in America Today") was delivered to a
SYI?posium with Alasdair MacIntyre on "The Nature and Future of
Philosophy" at the 1981 annual meeting of the Western Division of
the American Philosophical Association. It was also one of a series of
lectures on "The Humanities in the Eighties: Some Current Debates"
a:ranged by the Hu~anitiesCenter of Stanford University. It appeared
(m German translation) in Analyse und Kritik for 1981 and in The
American Scholar for 1982. '



Introduction:
Pragmatism and Philosophy

1. Platonists, Positivists, and Pragmatists

The essays in this book are attempts to draw consequences from a
pragmatist theory about truth. This theory says that truth is not the
sort of thing one should expect to have a philosophically interesting
theory about. For pragmatists, "truth" is just the name of a property
which all true statements share. It is what is common to "Bacon did
not write Shakespeare," "It rained yesterday," "E equals mc2 ,"

"Love is better than hate," "The Allegory ofPainting was Vermeer's
best work," "2 plus 2 is 4," and "There are nondenumerable infini­
ties." Pragmatists doubt that there is much to be said about this com­
mon feature. They doubt this for the same reason they doubt that
there is much to be said about the common feature shared by such
morally praiseworthy actions as Susan leaving her husband, America
joining the war against the Nazis, America pulling out of Vietnam,
Socrates not escaping from jail, Roger picking up litter from the trail,
and the suicide of the Jews at Masada. They see certain acts as good
ones to perform, under the circumstances, but doubt that there is
anything general and useful to say about what makes them all good.
The assertion of a given sentence-or the adoption of a disposition to
assert the sentence, the conscious acquisition of a belief-is a justifi­
able, praiseworthy act in certain circumstances. But, a fortiori, it is
not likely that there is something general and useful to be said about
what makes all such actions good -about the common feature of all
the sentences which one should acquire a disposition to assert.
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xiv Introduction

Pragmatists think that the history of attempts to isolate the Tru.e
or the Good or to define the word "true" or "good," supports the1r
suspicion th~t there is no interesting work t? be done in this area. It
might, of course, have turned out otherw1se. People have, oddly
enough, found something interesting to say about the essence of
Force and the definition of "number." They might have found some­
thing interesting to say about the essence of Truth. ~~~ in fact they
haven't. The history of attempts to do so, and of Crit1c1sms of such
attempts, is roughly coextensive with the history of that litera!1' genre
we call "philosophy"-a genre founded by Plato. So pra~atists see
the Platonic tradition as having outlived its usefulness. Th1S does not
mean that they have a new, non-Platonic set of answers to Platonic
questions to offer, but rather that they do not think we should ask
those questions anymore. When they suggest that we not a~k ques­
tions about the nature of Truth and Goodness, they do not mvoke a
theory about the nature of reality or knowledge or man which says
that "there is no such thing" as Truth or Goodness. Nor do they have
a "relativistic" or "subjectivist" theory of Truth or Goodness. They
would simply like to change the subject. They are in a positio.n anal­
ogous to that of secularists who urge that research concernmg the
Nature, or the Will, of God does not get us anywhere. Such secular­
ists are not saying that God does not exist, exactly; they feel unclear
about what it would mean to affirm His existence, and thus about
the point of denying it. Nor do they have some special, funny, hereti­
cal view about God. They just doubt that the vocabulary of theology
is one we ought to be using. Similarly, ~ra~atists keep tryin~ to find
ways of making antiph~losophic~l p~mts m no~philosoph1.cal lan­
guage. For they face a d1lemma: 1f the1r language ~s too unp~llos~p~­
ical, too "literary," they will be accused of. changmg ~he subJ~ct; 1f.1t
is too philosophical it will embody Platomc assumptiOn~ wh1ch will
make it impossible for the pragmatist to state the conclUSiOn he wants
to reach.

All this is complicated by the fact that "philosophy," like "truth"
and "goodness," is ambiguous. Uncapitalized, '.'truth" an~ "g?od­
ness" name properties of sentences, or of actiOns and sltuatiOns.
Capitalized, they are the proper names of objects-go~sor st~ndards
which can be loved with all one's heart and soul and mmd, objects of
ultimate concern. Similarly, "philosophy" can mean simply what
Sellars calls "an attempt to see how things, in the broadest possible
sense of the term, hang together, in the broadest possible sense of the
term." Pericles, for example, was using this sense of the term when

Introduction xv

he ~raised the Athenians for "philosophizing without unmanliness"
(phtlosophe,in aneu malakias). In this sense, Blake is as much a philos­
opher as F1chte, ~enry Adams more of a philosopher than Frege. No
one would be dubiOUS about philosophy, taken in this sense. But the
~ord can als? denote something more specialized, and very dubious
mdeed. I? th1S sec.ond sense, it can mean following Plato's and Kant's
lead, askmg questiOns about the nature of certain normative notions
~e.g., "truth," "rationality," "goodness") in the hope of better obey­
mg such norms. The idea is to believe more truths or do more good
or be more rational by knowing more about Truth or Goodness or
R~tionality. I shal~ capitalize the term "philosophy" when used in
th1S second sense, m order. to h~lp ma~e the point that Philosophy,
Truth, Goodness, and RatiOnal1ty are mterlocked Platonic notions.
Pra~atists.are saying that the best hope for philosophy is not to
practise P?ilosophy. They think .it .will not help to say something
true to thmk about Truth, nor w1ll1t help to act well to think about
Goodness, nor will it help to be rational to think about Rationality.

So ~ar: ho.wever, my description of pragmatism has left an impor­
tant. ~lstmct~on out of account. Within Philosophy, there has been a
traditiOnal d1fference of opinion about the Nature of Truth a battle
between (as Plato put it) the gods and the giants. On the ~ne hand
there have been Philosophers like Plato himself who were other­
worldly, possessed of a larger hope. They urged that human beings
were entitl~d to self-respect only because they had one foot beyond
space and t1me. On the other hand-especially since Galileo showed
how spati~-temporal~vents could be brought under the sort of elegant
mathematical law Wh1Ch Pla~o suspected might hold only for another
~orld-there have be~n Philosophers (e.g., Hobbes, Marx) who in­
slsted ~at space and time make up the only Reality there is, and that
Truth 1S Correspondence to that Reality. In the nineteenth century
this opposition crystallized into one between "the transcendental phi:
losophy" and "the empirical philosophy," between the "Platonists"
and the "~ositivists." Such terms were, even then, hopelessly vague,
but every mtellectual knew roughly where he stood in relation to the
two movements. To be on the transcendental side was to think that
natural science was not the last word -that there was more Truth to
be found. To be on the empirical side was to think that natural sci­
ence-facts about how spatio-temporal things worked-was all the
Truth there was. To side with Hegel or Green was to think that some
normat~ve sentences.ab?'!t rationality and goodness corresponded to
somethmg real, but mVlSlble to natural science. To side with Comte
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or Mach was to think that such sentences either "reduced" to sen­
tences about spatio-temporal events or were not subjects for serious

reflection.
It is important to realize that the empirical philo~ophers-the.p.os-

itivists-were still doing Philosophy. The PI~tomc pres~ppOSItIOn
which unites the gods and the giants, Plato wIth Democntus, Kant
with Mill Husser! with Russell, is that what the vulgar call "truth"­
the asse~blage of true statements-should be thought of as divided
into a lower and an upper division, the division ~etween (in Plato's
terms) mere opinion and genuine knowledge. It IS the work of the
Philosopher to establish an invidious distinction between .suc~ stat~­
ments as "It rained yesterday" and "Men should try to be Just m theIr
dealings." For Plato the former .sort of statement w~s ~ec~nd-rate,
mere pistis or doxa. The latter, If perhaI;'s. ~ot yet .ef!zsteme.' was at
least a plausible candidate. For the POSItiVISt tradmon whIch runs
from Hobbes to Carnap, the former sentence was a paradigm of what
Truth looked like but the latter was either a prediction about the
causal effects of c~rtain events or an "expression of emotion. " What
the transcendental philosophers saw as the spiritual, the empirical phi­
losophers saw as the emotional. What the empirical philosophers saw
as the achievements of natural science in discovering the nature of
Reality, the transcendental philosophers saw as banausic, as true but

irrelevant to Truth.
Pragmatism cuts across this transc~n.dental/empiri~al di~ti~c~ion

by questioning the common presu~positIOn that there IS an mVIdI~us
distinction to be drawn between kinds of truths. For the pragmatIst,
true sentences are not true because they correspond to reality, and so
there is no need to worry what sort of reality, if any, a given sen­
tence corresponds to-no need to worry about what "~akes" it true.
(Just as there is no need to worry, o~ce ~ne has .dete~med what one
should do whether there is somethmg m RealIty whIch makes that
act the Right one to perform.) So the p~agm.atist. se~s no need to
worry about whether Plato or Kant was nght m thmking that some­
thing nonspatio-temporal made moral judgments true, nor about
whether the absence of such a thing means that such judgments are
"merely expressions of emotion" or "merely conventional" or "merely
subjective." . .

This insouciance brings down the scorn of both kmds of PhIloso-
phers upon the pragmatist. The Platonist sees the pragmatist as merely
a fuzzy-minded sort of positivist. The I;'0sitivist sees hi.m. as ~ending
aid and comfort to Platonism by levelIng down the dIstmctIon be­
tween Objective Truth -the sort of true sentence attained by "the
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scientific method"--:-a~~ se~tences which lack the precious "cor­
:e~po.nden.ce ~o realIty whIch only that method can induce. Both
Jom m thmkmg. the pragm~tist is not reallY a philosopher, on the
~ound that h~ IS not a PhIlosopher. The pragmatist tries to defend
hm~self. by sa):'mg that one can be a philosopher precisely by being
~nti-Phiiosophical, that 0e best way to make things hang together
IS to step .back from the Issues. ~etween Platonists and positivists, and
thereby fP-v.e up the presupposltlons of Philosophy.
On~ dIffIculty the pragmatist has in making his position clear, there­

for~, IS th~t he m.ust struggle with the positivist for the position of
radIcal anti-Platomst. H~ ~~ts to attac~Plato with different weapons
from those. of the P?~It~VISt, but at fI:st glance he looks like just
another van~ty of p.OSItiVISt. He shares WIth the positivist the Baconian
a~d Hob,;>esian notIon th.at kn?wledge .is po~er, a tool for coping
WIth realIty. But. ~e. cames thIS Bacoman pomt through to its ex­
treme, as the pOSItIVIst does not. He drops the notion of truth as cor­
respondence with reality altogether, and says that modern science
does not enable us .to cope because it corresponds, it just plain en­
ables us to cope. HIS argument for the view is that several hundred
r.ears of effort h~ve !ailed to make interes~ing sense of the notion of

corresponde?ce (eIther of thoughts to thmgs or of words to things).
The pragmatist takes the moral of this discouraging history to be
tha~, ':true senten~es w?rk ~ecause th~y ~o~espond to the way things
are IS no more Illummatmg than "It IS rIght because it fulfills the
Mor~l Law." B?th remarks, in the pragmatist's eyes, are empty meta­
phySIcal c~mplI.ments- harmless as rhetorical pats on the back to the
successful mqUIrer or agent, but troublesome if taken seriously and
"clarified" philosophically.

2. Pragmatism and Contemporary Philosophy

Among contem~orary ~hilosophers, pragmatism is usually regarded as
an outdated phIlosophIcal movement-one which flourished in the
early years of this century in a rather provincial atmosphere and
~hich has now been either refuted ?r aufgeho~en.The great pr~gma­
tiStS-Ja~es and Dewey-are occasIOnally praIsed for their criticisms
of Platomsm (e.g., I?ewey on traditional conceptions of education,
!ames on metaphySIcal pseudo-problems). But their anti-Platonism
IS thought by anal):'tic P?ilosophers to have been insufficiently rigorous
and by non~n.alytIc phtlos.ophers to have been insufficiently radical.
For the tradItIOn whIch ongtnates in logical positivism the pragmatists'
attacks on "transcendental," quasi-Platonist philosophy need to be
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sharpened by more careful and detailed analysis of such notions as
"meaning" and truth."1 For the anti-Philosophical tradition in con­
temporary French and German thought which takes its point of de­
parture from Nietzsche's criticism of both strands in nineteenth-een­
tury Philosophical thought-positivistic as well as transcendental-the
American pragmatists are thinkers who never really broke out of
positivism, and thus never really broke with Philosophy.2

I do not think that either of these dismissive attitudes is justified.
On the account of recent analytic philosophy which I offered in Phi­
losophy and the Mirror ofNature, 3 the history of that movement has
been marked by a gradual "pragmaticization" of the original tenets
of logical positivism. On the account of recent "Continental" philos­
ophy which I hope to offer in a book on Heidegger which I am writ­
ing,4 James and Nietzsche make parallel criticisms of nineteenth-cen­
tury thought. Further, James's version is preferable, for it avoids the
"metaphysical" elements in Nietzsche which Heidegger criticizes, and,
for that matter, the "metaphysical" elements in Heidegger which
Derrida criticizes. 5 On my view, James and Dewey were not only
waiting at the end of the dialectical road which analytic philosophy
traveled, but are waiting at the end of the road which, for example,
Foucault and Deleuze are currently traveling.6

I think that analytic philosophy culminates in Quine, the later
Wittgenstein, Sellars, and Davidson -which is to say that it tran­
scends and cancels itself. These thinkers successfully, and rightly,
blur the positivist distinctions between the semantic and the prag­
matic, the analytic and the synthetic, the linguistic and the empiri­
cal, theory and observation. Davidson's attack on the scheme/content
distinction,7 in particular, summarizes and synthesizes Wittgenstein's
mockery of his own Tractatus, Quine's criticisms of Carnap, and
Sellars's attack on the empiricist "Myth of the Given." Davidson's
holism and coherentism shows how language looks once we get rid of
the central presupposition of Philosophy: that true sentences divide
into an upper and a lower division -the sentences which correspond
to something and those which are "true" only by courtesy or con­
vention. 8

This Davidsonian way of looking at language lets us avoid hypo­
statizing Iranguage in the way in which the Cartesian ~piste~ological
tradition, and particularly the idealist tradition whIch built upon
Kant, hypostatized Thought. For it lets us see language not as a
tertium quid between Subject and Object, nor as a medium in which
we try to form pictures of reality, but as part of the behavior of hu­
man beings. On this view, the activity of uttering sentences is one of
the things people do in order to cope with their environment. The
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Deweyan notion of language as tool rather than picture is right as far
as it goes. But we must be careful not to phrase this analogy so as to
suggest that one can separate the tool, Language, from its users and
inquire as to its "adequacy" to achieve our purposes. The latter sug­
gestion presupposes that there is some way of breaking out oflanguage
in order to compare it with something else. But there is no way to
think about either the world or our purposes except by using our lan­
guage. One can use language to criticize and enlarge itself, as one can
exercise one's body to develop and strengthen and enlarge it, but one
cannot see 1anguage-as-a-who1e in relation to something else to which
it applies, or for which it is a means to an end. The arts and the sci­
ences, and philosophy as their self-reflection and integration, consti­
tute such a process of enlargement and strengthening. But Philosophy,
the attempt to say "how language relates to the world" by saying
what makes certain sentences true, or certain actions or attitudes
good or rational, is, on this view, impossible.

It is the impossible attempt to step outside our skins-the tradi­
tions, .linguistic and other, within which we do our thinking and self­
criticism -and compare ourselves with something absolute. This
Platonic urge to escape from the finitude of one's time and place, the
"merely conventional" and contingent aspects of one's life, is re­
sponsible for the original Platonic distinction between two kinds of
true sentence. By attacking this latter distinction, the holistic "prag­
maticizing" strain in analytic philosophy has helped us see how the
metaphysical urge-common to fuzzy Whiteheadians and razor-sharp
"scientific realists" -works. It has helped us be skeptical about the
idea that some particular science (say physics) or some particular
literary genre (say Romantic poetry, or transcendental philosophy)
gives us that species of true sentence which is not just a true sentence,
but rather a piece of Truth itself. Such sentences may be very useful
indeed, but there is not going to be a Philosophical explanation of
this utility. That explanation, like the original justification of the
assertion of the sentence, will be a parochial matter-a comparison
of the sentence with alternative sentences formulated in the same or
in other vocabularies. But such comparisons are the business of, for
example, the physicist or the poet, or perhaps of the phi10sopher­
not of the Philosopher, the outside expert on the utility, or function,
or metaphysical status of Language or of Thought.

The Wittgenstein-Sellars-Quine-Davidson attack on distinctions be­
tween classes of sentences is the special contribution of analytic
philosophy to the anti-Platonist insistence on the ubiquity of language.
This insistence characterizes both pragmatism and recent "Continen­
tal" philosophizing. Here are some examples:
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Man makes the word, and the word means nothing which the man has not
made it mean, and that only to some other man. But since man can think
only by means of words or other external symbols, these might turn around
and say: You mean nothing which we have not taught you, and then only
so far as you address some word as the interpretant of your thought. . . .
. . . the word or sign which man uses is the man himself. . . . Thus
my language is the sum-total of myself; for the man is the thought. (Peirce)9

Peirce goes very far in the direction that I have called the de-construction
of the transcendental signified, which, at one time or another, would place
a reassuring end to the reference from sign to sign. (Derrida)lo

... psychological nominalism, according to which all awareness of sorts,
resemblances, facts, etc., in short all awareness of abstract entities- in­
deed, all awareness even of particulars- is a linguistic affair. (Sellars)l1

It is only in language that one can mean something by something. (Wittgen­
stein)12

Human experience is essentially linguistic. (Gadamer)13

. . . man is in the process of perishing as the being of language continues
to shine ever brighter upon our horizon: (Foucault)14

Speaking about language turns language almost inevitably into an object
. . . and then its reality vanishes. (Heidegger)15

This chorus should not, however, lead us to think that something
new and exciting has recently been discovered about Language-e.g.,
that it is more prevalent than had previously been thought. The au­
(thors cited are making only negative points. They are saying that at­
,tempts to get back behind language to something which "grounds"
jt, or which it "expresses," or to which it might hope to be "ade­
iquate," have not worked. The ubiquity of language is a matter of
language moving into the vacancies left by the failure of all the var­
ious candidates for the position of"natural starting-points"ofthought,
starting-points which are prior to and independent of the way some
culture speaks or spoke. (Candidates for such starting-points include
clear and distinct ideas, sense-data, categories of the pure under­
standing, structures of prelinguistic consciousness, and the like.)
Peirce and Sellars and Wittgenstein are saying that the regress of in­
terpretation cannot be cut off by the sort of "intuition" which
Cartesian epistemology took for granted. Gadamer and Derrida are
saying that our culture has been dominated by the notion of a "tran­
scendental signified" which, by cutting off this regress, would bring
us out from contingency and convention and into the Truth. Foucault
is saying that we are gradually losing our grip on the "metaphysical

/
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comfort" which that Philosophical tradition provided -its picture
of Man as having a "double" (the soul, the Noumenal Self) who uses
Reality's own !anguage ~ather than merely the vocabulary of a time
and a plac~_. Fmally, Hel~egger is cautioning that if we try to make
Language mto a new tOpiC of Philosophical inquiry we shall simply
recreate the hopeless old Philosophical puzzles which we used to raise
about Being or Thought.

Thi~, last 'poi~t .amou~;s to saying that what Gustav Bergmann
calle~ the lmgul.stlc turn should not be seen as the logical positivists
saw It-as enablmg us to ask Kantian questions without having to
trespas~ on the psychologists' turf by talking, with Kant, about
"expenence" or "consciousness." That was indeed the initial mo-. ' ,
tlve for the "turn'''16 but (thanks to the holism and pragmatism of
the authors ~ have ~ited) a~alytic philosophy of language was able to
tra~scend thiS Kantlan motive and adopt a naturalistic, behavioristic
attitude toward language. This attitude has led it to the same outcome
as th~ "Continen~al" reacti~n a~ainst the traditional Kantian prob­
lematiC, the reactIOn found 10 Nietzsche and Heidegger. This conver­
g~nce shows ~hat the ~r~~itional association of analytic philosophy
With tou~h-mmded p~sltl~sm and of "Continental" philosophy with
t~nder-mmde~ Pla~omsm IS completely misleading. The pragmaticiza­
tlOn .of analytic philosophy gratified the logical positivists' hopes, but
not 1O. the fashIOn which they had envisaged. It did not find a way
for .PhIlos?phy to become "scientific," but rather found a way of
set~mg Philosophy to one side. This postpositivistic kind of analytic
phIlc;>s.ophy thu~ c~mes ~o res~1??le the Nietzsche-Heidegger-Derrida
t~ad1tlon 1o. beg10nmg With cntlclsm of Platonism and ending in criti­
cism of PhIloso~hy as such. Both traditions are now in a period of
doubt about their own status. Both are living between a repudiated
past and a dimly seen post-Philosophical future.

3. The Realist Reaction (I): Technical Realism

B~fore going. on to speculate about what a post-Philosophical culture
might lc;>ok hk~, I should make clear that my description of the cur­
rent PhIlosophical scene has been deliberately oversimplified. So far I
have ignored the anti-pragmatist backlash. The picture I have been
sketching shows how things looked about ten years ago-or, at least,
how they looked to an optim~stic pragmatist. In the subsequent dec­
ade there has been, on both Sides of the Channel, a reaction in favor
jof "real~sm",~a t~rm w~ich has come to be synonymous with "anti­
ipragmatlsm. ThiS reactIOn has had three distinct motives: (1) the
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view that recent, technical developments in the philosophy of lan­
guage have raised doubt about traditional pragmatist criticisms of the
"correspondence theory of truth," or, at least, have made it necessary
for the pragmatist to answer some hard, technical questions before
proceeding further; (2) the sense that the "depth," the human signifi­
cance, of the traditional textbook "problems of philosophy" has been
underestimated, that pragmatists have lumped real problems together
with pseudo-problems in a feckless orgy of "dissolution"; (3) the
sense that something important would be lost if Philosophy as an
autonomous discipline, as a Fach, were to fade from the cultural scene
(in the way in which theology has faded).

This third motive-the fear of what would happen if there were
merely philosophy, but no Philosophy-is not simply the defensive
reaction of specialists threatened with unemployment. It is a convic­
tion that a culture without Philosophy would be "irrationalist"- that
a precious human capacity would lie unused, or a central human vir­
tue no longer be exemplified. This motive is shared by many philos­
ophy professors in France and Germany and by many analytic phi­
losophers in Britain and America. The former would like something
to do that is not merely the endless, repetitive, literary-historical
"deconstruction" of the "Western metaphysics of presence" which
was Heidegger's legacy. The latter would like to recapture the spirit
of the early logical positivists, the sense that philosophy is the ac­
cumulation of "results" by patient, rigorous, preferably cooperative
work on precisely stated problems (the spirit characteristic of the
younger, rather than of the older, Wittgenstein). So philosophy pro­
fessors on the Continent are casting longing glances toward analytic
philosophy-and particularly toward the "realist" analytic philoso­

'phers who take Philosophical problems seriously. Conversely, admir­
ers of "Continental" philosophy (e.g., of Nietzsche, Heidegger,
Derrida, Gadamer, Foucault) are more welcome in American and
British departments of, e.g., comparative literature and political sci­
ence, than in departments of philosophy. On both continents there
is fear of Philosophy's losing its traditional claim to "scientific" status
and of its relegation to "the merely literary."

I shall talk about this fear in some detail later, in connection with
the prospects for a culture in which the science/literature distinction
would no longer matter. But here I shall concentrate on the first and
second motives I just listed. These are associated with two fairly dis­
tinct groups of people. The first motive is characteristic of philoso­
phers of language such as Saul Kripke and Michael Dummett, the sec­
ond w~th less specialized and more broadly ranging writers like Stanley
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Cavell and Thomas Nagel. I shall call those who turn Kripke's views
on reference to the purposes of a realistic epistemology (e.g., Hartry
Field, Richard Boyd, and, sometimes, Hilary Putnam) "technical
realists." I shall call Cavell, Nagel (and others, such as Thompson
Clarke and Barry Stroud) "intuitive realists." The latter object that
the pragmatists' dissolutions of traditional problems are "verifica­
tionist": that is, pragmatists think our inability to say what would
count as confirming or disconfirming a given solution to a problem is
a reason for setting the problem aside. To take this view is, Nagel tells
us, to fail to recognize that "unsolvable problems are not for that
reason unreal. "17 Intuitive realists judge verificationism by its fruits,
and argue that the pragmatist belief in the ubiquity of language leads
to the inability to recognize that philosophical problems arise pre­
cisely where language is inadequate to the facts. "My realism about
the subjective domain in all its forms," Nagel says, "implies a belief
in the existence of facts beyond the reach of human concepts." 18

Technical realists, by contrast, judge pragmatism wrong not be­
cause it leads to superficial dismissals of deep problems, but because
it is based on a false, "verificationist" philosophy of language. They
dislike "verificationism" not because of its metaphilosophical fruits,
but because they see it as a misunderstanding of the relation between
language and the world. On their view, Quine and Wittgenstein
wrongly followed Frege in thinking that meaning-something deter­
mined by the intentions of the user of a word - determines reference,
what the word picks out in the world. On the basis of the "new theory
of reference" originated by Saul Kripke, they say, we can now con­
struct a better, non-Fregean picture of word-world relationships.
Whereas Frege, like Kant, thought of our concepts as carving up an
undifferentiated manifold in accordance with our interests (a view
which leads fairly directly to Sellars's "psychological nominalism" and
a Goodman-like insouciance about ontology), Kripke sees the world
as already divided not only into particulars, but into natural kinds of
particulars a~d even into essential and accidental features of those
particulars and kinds. The question "Is 'X is <p' true?" is thus to be
answered by discovering what-as a matter of physical fact, not of
anybody's intentions-'X' refers to, and then discovering whether
that particular or kind is <p. Only by such a "physicalistic" theory of
reference, technical realists say, can the notion of "truth as corre­
spondence to reality" be preserved. By contrast, the pragmatist an­
swers this question by inquiring whether, all things (and especially
our purposes in using the terms 'X' and '<p') considered, 'X is <p' is
a more useful belief to have than its contradictory, or than some
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belief expressed in different terms altogether. The pragmatist agrees
that if one wants to preserve the notion of "correspondence with
reality" then a physicalistic theory of reference is necessary19 -but
he sees no point in preserving that notion. The pragmatist has no no­
tion of truth which would enable him to make sense of the claim that
if we achieved everything we ever hoped to achieve by making asser­
tions we might still be making false assertions, failing to "correspond"
to something. 20 As Putnam says:

The trouble is that for a strong antirealist [e.g., a pragmatist] truth makes
no sense except as an intra-theoretic notion. The antirealist can use truth
intra-theoretically in the sense of a "redundancy theory" [i.e., a theory
according to which "S is true" means exactly, only, what "S" means] but
he does not have the notion of truth and reference available extra-theoreti­
cally. But extension [reference] is tied to the notion of truth. The exten­
sion of a term is just what the term is true of. Rather than try to retain
the notion of truth via an awkward operationalism, the antirealist should
reject the notion of extension as he does the notion of truth (in any
extra-theoretic sense). Like Dewey, he can fall back on a notion of 'war­
ranted assertibility' instead of tru tho . . .21

The question which technical realism raises, then, is: are 0~re
technical reasons, within th<;; philosophy of language, for retammg
or discarding this extra-theoretic notion? Are there nonintuitive
ways of deciding whether, as the pragmatist thinks, the question
of what 'X' refers to is a sociological matter, a question of how
best to make sense of a community's linguistic behavior, or whether,
as Hartry F:ield says,

one aspect of the sociological role of a term is the role that term has in the
psychologies of different members of a linguistic community; another as­
pect, irreducible to the first [italics added], is what physical objects or

physical property the term stands for. 22

It is not clear, however, what these technical, nonintuitive ways
might be. For it is not clear what data the philosophy. of language
must explain. The most frequently cited datum is t?~t sCience wo:ks,
succeeds-enables us to cure diseases, blow up Cities, and the like.
How, realists ask, would this be possible if some scientific statements
did not correspond to the way things are in themselves? How, pra~­
matists rejoin, does that count as an explanation? 'Yhat fu~ther ~pecI­
fication of the "correspondence" relation can be given which will en­
able this explanation to be better than "dormitive power" (Moliere's
doctor's explanation of why opium puts people to .slee1?)? ~hat, so
to speak, corresponds to the microstructure of opIUm m thiS case?
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What is the microstructure of "corresponding"? The Tarskian appa­
ratus of truth-conditions and satisfaction-relations does not fill the
bill, because that apparatus is equally well adapted to physicalist
"building-block" theories of reference like Field's and to coherentist,
holistic, pragmatical theories like Davidson's. When realists like Field
argue that Tarski's account of truth is merely a place-holder, like
Mendel's account of "gene," which requires physicalistic "reduction
to non-semantical terms,"23 pragmatists reply (with Stephen Leeds)
that "true" (like "good" and unlike "gene") is not an explanatory
notion.24 (Or that, if it is, the structure of the explanations in which
it is used needs to be spelled out.)

The search for technical grounds on which to argue the pragmatist­
realist issue is sometimes ended artificially by the realist assuming that
the pragmatist not only (as Putnam says) follows Dewey in "falling
back on a notion of 'warranted assertibility' instead oftruth " but uses
the latter notion to analyze the meaning of "true." Putnam is right
that no such analysis will work. But the pragmatist, if he is wise, will
not succumb to the temptation to fill the blank in

S is true if and only if S is assertible _

with "at the end of inquiry" or "by the standards of our culture" or
with anything else~25 He will recognize the strength of Putnam's
"naturalistic fallacy" argument: Just as nothing can fill the blank in

A is the best thing to do in circumstances C if and only if _

so, a fortiori, nothing will fill the blank in

Asserting S is the best thing to do in C if and only if _

If the pragmatist is advised that he must not confuse the advisabil­
ity of asserting S with the truth of S, he will respond that the advice
is question-begging. The question is precisely whether "the true" is
more than what William James defined it as: "the name of whatever
proves itself to be good in the way of belief, and good, too, for defi­
nite, assignable reasons. "26 On James's view, "true" resembles "good"
or "rational" in being a normative notion, a compliment paid to sen­
tences that seem to be paying their way and that fit in with other
sentences which are doing so. To think that Truth is "out there" is,
on their view, on all fours with the Platonic view that The Good is
"out there." To think that we are "irrationalist" insofar as it does not
"gratify our souls to know/That though we perish, truth is so" is like
thinking that we are "irrationalist" just insofar as it does not gratify our
moral sense to think that The Moral Law shines resplendent over the
noumenal world, regardless of the vicissitudes of spatio-temporal
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lives. For the pragmatist, the notion of "truth" as something "objec­
tive" is just a confusion between

(I) Most of the world is as it is whatever we think about it (that
is, our beliefs have very limited causal efficacy)

and
(II) There is something out there in addition to the world called

"the truth about the world" (what James sarcastically called
"this tertium quid intermediate between the facts per se, on
the one hand, and all knowledge of them, actual or potential,
on the other").27

The pragmatist wholeheartedly assents to (I) -not as an article of
metaphysical faith but simply as a belief that we have never had any
reason to doubt-and cannot make sense of (II). When the realist tries
to explain (II) with

(III) The truth about the world consists in a relation of "corre­
spondence" between certain sentences (many of which, no
doubt, have yet to be formulated) and the world itself

the pragmatist can only fall back on saying, once agai~, that ~any
centuries of attempts to explain what "correspondence" IS have failed,
especially when it comes to explaining how the final voc~bulary of
future physics will somehow be Nature's Own-the one WhICh, at long
last lets us formulate sentences which lock on to Nature's own way,
of thinking of Herself.

For these reasons, the pragmatist does not think that, wha~ever
else philosophy of language may do, it is going to co~e up WIth a
definition of "true" which gets beyond James: He happIly ~ants th~t
it can do a lot of other things. For example, It c~n, followm~ TarskI,
show what it would be like to define a truth-predIcate for a given lan­
guage. The pragmatist can agree with Davidson that to define. such a
predicate-to develop a truth-theory for the sentences of Enghsh, e.g,
-would be a good way, perhaps the only way, to exhibit ~ natural
language as a learnable, recursive structure, and thus to give a sys­
tematic theory of meaning for the language.28 !3ut h~ agrees With
Davidson that such an exhibition is all that Tarski can give us, and all
that can be milked out of Philosophical reflection on Truth. .

Just as the pragmatist should not succumb to the temp~anon.to
"capture the intuitive content of our notion .of truth" .(mcludmg
whatever it is in that notion which makes realIsm temptmg), so he
should not succumb to the temptation held out by Michael DUI?mett
to take sides on the issue of "bivalence." Dummett (who has hIS own
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doubts about realism) has suggested that a lot of traditional issues in
the area of the pragmatist-realist debate can be clarified by the tech­
nical apparatus of philosophy of language, along the following lines:

In a variety of different areas there arises a philosophical dispute of the
same general character: the dispute for or against realism concerning state­
ments within a given type of subject-matter, or, better, statements of a
certain general type. [Dummett elsewhere lists moral statements, mathe­
matical statements, statements about the past, and modal statements as
examples of such types.] Such a dispute consists in an opposition between
two points of view concerning the kind of meaning possessed by statements
of the kind in question, and hence about the application to them of the
notions of truth and falsity. For the realist, we have assigned a meaning to
these statements in such a way that we know, for each statement, what has
to be the case for it to be tru~. . . . The condition for the truth of a state­
ment is not, in general, a condition we are capable of recognizing as ob­
taining whenever it obtains, or even one for which we have an effective
procedure for determining whether it obtains or not. We have therefore
succeeded in ascribing to our statements a meaning of such a kind that
their truth or falsity is, in general, independent of whether we know, or
have any means of knowing, what truth-value they have....

Opposed to this realist account of statements in some given class is the
anti-realist interpretation. According to this, the meanings of statements of
the class in question are given to us, not in terms of the conditions under
which these statements are true or false, conceived of as conditions which
obtain or do not obtain independently of our knowledge or capacity for
knowledge, but in terms of the conditions which we recognize as establish­
ing the truth or falsity of statements of that class. 29

"Bivalence" is the property of being either true or false, so Dummett
thinks of a "realistic" view about a certain area (say, moral values, or
possible worlds) as asserting bivalence for statements about such
things. His way of formulating the realist-vs.-anti-realist issue thus sug­
gests that the pragmatist denies bivalence for all statements, the "ex­
treme" realist asserts it for all statements, while the level-headed ma­
jority sensibly discriminate between the bivalent statements of, e.g.,
physics and the nonbivalent statements of, e.g., morals. "Bivalence"
thus joins "ontological commitment" as a way of expressing old­
fashioned metaphysical views in up-to-date semantical language. If
the pragmatist is viewed as a quasi-idealist metaphysician who is
ontologically committed only to ideas or sentences, and does not be­
lieve that there is anything "out there" which makes any sort of
statement true, then he will fit nearly into Dummett's scheme.
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But, of course, this is not the pragmatist's picture of himself. He
does not think of himself as any kind of a metaphysician, because he
does not understand the notion of "there being out there"
(except in the literal sense of 'out there' in which it means "at a
position in space"). He does not find it helpful to explicate the
Platonist's conviction about The Good or The Numbers by saying that
the Platonist believes that "There is truth-or-falsity about ,
regardless of the state of our knowledge or the availability of pro­
cedures for inquiry." The "is" in this sentence seems to him just as
obscure as the "is" in "Truth is so." Confronted with the passage
from Dummett cited above, the pragmatist wonders how one goes
about telling one "kind of meaning" from another, and what it would
be like to have "intuitions" about the bivalence or nonbivalence of
kinds of statements. He is a pragmatist just because he doesn't have
such intuitions (or wants to get rid of whatever such intuitions he
may have). When he asks himself, about a given statement S, whether
he "knows what has to be the case for it to be true" or merely knows
"the conditions which we recognize as establishing the truth or falsi­
ty of statements of that class," he feels as helpless as when asked,
"Are you really in love, or merely inflamed by passion?" He is in­
clined to suspect that it is not a very useful question, and that at any
rate introspection is not the way to answer it. But in the case of bi­
valence it is not clear that there is another way. Dummett does not
help us see what to count as a good argument for asserting bivalence
of, e.g., moral or modal statements; he merely says that there are
some people who do assert this and some who don't, presumably
having been born with different metaphysical temperaments. If one
is born without metaphysical views-or if, having become pessimistic
about the utility of Philosophy, one is self-consciously attempting to
eschew such views-then one will feel that Dummett's reconstruction
of the traditional issues explicates the obscure with the equally ob­
scure.

What I have said about Field and about Dummett is intended to
cast doubt on the "technical realist's" view that the pragmatist-realist
issue should be fought out on some narrow, clearly demarcated
ground within the philosophy of language. There is no such ground.
This is not, to be sure, the fault of philosophy of language, but of the
pragmatist. He refuses to take a stand-to provide an "analysis" of
"S is true," for example, or to either assert or deny bivalence. He re­
fuses to make a move in any of the games in which he is invited to
take part. The only point at which "referential semantics" ox: "bi­
valence" becomes of interest to him comes when somebody trIes to
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treat these notions as explanatory, as not just expressing intuitions
but as doing some work-explaining, for example, "why science is
,s~successful. "30 At this point the pragmatist hauls out his bag of
tried-and-true dialectical gambits. 31! He proceeds to argue that there
is no pragmatic difference, no difference that makes a difference, be­
,tween "it works because it's true" and "it's true because it works"­
'any more than between "it's pious because the gods love it" and "the
gods love it because it's pious." Alternatively, he argues that there is
no pragmatic difference between the nature of truth and the test of
truth, and that the test of truth, of what statements to assert, is (ex­
cept maybe for a few perceptual statements) not "comparison with
reality." All these gambits will be felt by the realist to be question­
begging, since the realist intuits that some differences can be real
without making a difference, that sometimes the ordo essendi is
different from the ordo cognoscendi, sometimes the nature of X is
not our test for the presence of Xness. And so it goes.

What we should conclude, I think, is that technical realism col­
lapses into intuitive realism -that the only debating point which the
realist has is his conviction that the raising of the good old metaphys­
ical problems (are there really universals? are there really causally ef­
ficacious physical objects, or did we just posit them?) served some
good purpose, brought something to light, was important. What the
pragmatist wants to debate is just this point. He does not want to dis­
cuss necessary and sufficient conditions for a sentence being true,
but precisely whether the practice which hopes to find a Philosophi­
cal way of isolating the essence of Truth has, in fact, paid off. So the
issue between him and the intuitive realist is a matter of what to make
of the history of that practice-what to make of the history of Phi­
losophy. The real issue is about the place of Philosophy in Western
philosophy, the place within the intellectual history of the West of
the particular series of texts which raise the "deep" Philosophical
problems which the realist wants to preserve.

4. The Realist Reaction (II): Intuitive Realism

What really needs debate between the pragmatist and the intuitive
realist is not whether we have intuitions to the effect that "truth is
more than assertibility" or "there is more to pains than brain-states"
or "there is a clash between modern physics and our sense of moral
responsibility." Of course we have such intuitions. How could we
escape having them? We have been educated within an intellectual
tradition built around such claims-just as we used to be educated
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within an intellectual tradition built around such claims as "If God
does not exist, everything is permitted," "Man's dignity consists in
his link with a supernatural order," and "One must not mock holy
things." But it begs the question between pragmatist and realist to
say that we must find a philosophical view which "captures" such
intuitions. The pragmatist is urging that we do our best to stop hav­
ing such intuitions, that we develop a new intellectual tradition.

What strikes intuitive realists as offensive about this suggestion is
that it seems as dishonest to suppress intuitions as it is to suppress
experimental data. On their conception, philosophy (not merely Phi­
losophy) requires one to do justice to everybody's intuitions. Just as
social justice is what would be brought about by institutions whose
existence could be justified to every citizen, so intellectual justice
would be made possible by finding theses which everyone would,
given sufficient time and dialectical ability, accept. This view of intel­
lectual life presupposes either that, contrary to the prophets of the
ubiquity of language cited above, language does not go all the way
down, or that, contrary to the appearances, all vocabularies are com­
mensurable. The first alternative amounts to saying that some intui­
tions, at least, are not a function of the way one has been brought up
to talk, of the texts and people one has encountered. The second
amounts to saying that the intuitions built into the vocabularies of
Homeric warriors, Buddhist sages, Enlightenment scientists, and con­
temporary French literary critics,! are not really as different as they
seem-that there are common elements in each which Philosophy
can isolate and use to formulate theses which it would be rational for
all these people to accept, and problems which they all face. .

The pragmatist, on the other hand, thinks that the quest for a UnI­

versal human community will be self-defeating if it tries to preserve
the elements of every intellectual tradition, all the "deep" intuitions
everybody has ever had. It is not to be achieved by an attempt at
commensuration, at a common vocabulary which isolates the com~on
human essence of Achilles and the Buddha, Lavoisier and Dernda.
Rather, it is to be reached, if at all, by acts of making rather than of
finding- by poetic rather than Philosophical achievement. The cul­
ture which will transcend, and thus unite, East and West, or the Earth­
lings and the GalacticS, is not likely to be one which. does equal jus­
tice to each but one which looks back on both With the amused, .
condescension typical of later generations looking back at theIr an-
cestors. So the pragmatist's quarrel with the intuitive realist should
be about the status of intuitions-about their right to be respected­
as opposed to how particular intuitions might be "synthesized" or
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"explained away." To treat his opponent properly, the pragmatist
must begin by admitting that the realistic intuitions in question are
as deep and compelling as the realist says they are. But he should
then try to change the subject by asking, "And what should we do
about such intuitions-extirpate them, or find a vocabulary which
does justice to them?"

From the pragmatist point of view the claim that the issues which
the nineteenth century enshrined in its textbooks as "the central
problems of philosophy" are "deep" is simply the claim that you will
not understand a certain period in the history of Europe unless you
can get some idea of what it was like to be preoccupied by such ques­
tions. (Consider parallel claims about the "depth" of the problems
about Patripassianism, Arianism, etc., discussed by certain Fathers of
the Church.) The pragmatist is even willing to expand his range and
say, with Heidegger, that you won't understand the West unless you
understand what it was like to be bothered by the kinds of issues
which bothered Plato. Intuitive realists, rather than "stepping back"
in the his~oricist manner of Heidegger and Dewey, or the quasi-an­
thropologIcal manner of Foucault, devote themselves to safeguarding
the tradition, to making us even more deeply Western. The way in
which they do this is illustrated by Clarke's and Cavell's attempt to
see "the legacy of skepticism" not as a question about whether we
can be sure we're not dreaming but as a question about what sort of
being could ask itself such a question. 32 They use the existence of
figures like Descartes as indications of something important about
human beings, not just about the modern West.

The best illustration of this strategy is Nagel's way of updating
Kant by bringing a whole series of apparently disparate problems un­
der the r~bric "Subjective-Objective," just as Kant brought a partially
overlappmg set of problems under the rubric "Conditioned-Uncon­
ditioned." Nagel echoes Kant in saying:

It may be true that some philosophical problems have no solution. I sus­
pect that this is true of the deepest and oldest of them. They show us the
limits of our understanding. In that case such insight as we can achieve
depends on maintaining a strong grasp of the problem instead of abandon­
ing it, and coming to understand the failure of each new attempt at a solu­
tion, and of earlier attempts. (That is why we study the works of philoso­
phers like Plato and Berkeley, whose views are accepted by no one.)
Unsolvable problems are not for that reason unreal. 33

As an illustration of what Nagel has in mind, consider his example of
the problem of "moral luck" -the fact that one can be morally
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praised or blamed only for what is under one's control, yet practically
nothing is. As Nagel says:

The area of genuine agency, and therefore of legitimate moral judgment,
seems to shrink under this scrutiny to an extensionless point. Everything
seems to result from the combined influence of factors, antecedent and
posterior to action, that are not within the agent's control. 34

Nagel thinks that a typically shallow, verificationist "solution" to
this problem is available. We can get such a solution (Hume's) by
going into detail about what sorts of external f~ctors we do and don't
count as diminishing the moral worth of an action:

This compatibilist account of our moral judgments would leave room for
the ordinary conditions of responsibility- the absence of coercion, igno­
rance, or involuntary movement-as part of the determination of what
someone has done- but it is understood not to exclude the influence of a

great deal that he has not done.35

But this relaxed, pragmatical, Humean attitude-the attitude which
says that there is no deep truth about Freedom of the Will, and that
people are morally responsible for whatever their peers tend to hold
them morally responsible for-fails to explain why there has been
thought to be a problem here:

The only thing wrong with this solution is its failure to explain how skep­
tical problems arise. For they arise not from the imposition of an arbitrary
external requirement, but from the nature of moral judgment itself. Some­
thing in the ordinary idea of what someone does must explain how it can
seem necessary to subtract from it anything that merely happens-even
though the ultimate consequence of such subtraction is that nothing

remains. 36

But this is not to say that we need a metaphysical account of the
Nature of Freedom of the sort which Kant (at least in some passages)
seems to give us. Rather,

... in a sense the problem has no solution, because something in the
idea of agency is incompatible with actions being events or people being
things. 37

Since there is, so to speak, nothing else for people to be. b1!t things,
we are left with an intuition -one which shows us "the hmits of our
understanding," and thus of our language.

Contrast, now, Nagel's attitude toward "the natur~ of moral judg­
ment" with Iris Murdoch's. The Kantian attempt to Isolate an agent
who is not aspatio-temporal thing is seen by Murdoch as an unfortunate
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I and perverse turn which Western thought has taken. Within a certain
post-Kantian tradition, she says:

Immense care is taken to picture the will as isolated. It is isolated from be­
lief, from reason, from feeling, and is yet the essential center of the self.

38

This existentialist conception of the agent as isolated will goes along,
Murdoch says, with "a very powerful image" of man which she finds
"alien and implausible" -one which is "a happy and fruitful marriage
of Kantian liberalism with Wittgensteinian logic solemnized by
Freud."39 On Murdoch's view,

Existentialism, in both its Continental and its Anglo-Saxon versions, is an
attempt to solve the problem without really facing it: to solve it by at­
tributing to the individual an empty lonely freedom.... What it pictures
is indeed the fearful solitude of the individual marooned upon a tiny island
in the middle of a sea of scientific facts, and morality escaping from sci­
ence only by a wild leap of will.40

Instead of reinforcing this picture (as Nagel and Sartre do), Murdoch
wants to get behind Kantian notions of will, behind the Kantian
formulation of an antithesis between determinism and responsibility,
behind the Kantian distinction between the moral self and the empir­
ical self. She wants to recapture the vocabulary of moral reflection
which a sixteenth-century Christian believer inclined toward Platonism
would have used: one in which "perfection" is a central element, in
which assignment of moral responsibility is a rather incidental ele­
ment, and in which the discovery of a self (one's own or another's)
is the endless task of love.41

In contrasting Nagel and Murdoch, I am not trying (misleadingly)
to enlist Murdoch as a fellow-pragmatist, nor (falsely) to accuse Nagel
of blindness to the variety of moral consciousness which Murdoch
represents. Rather, I want to illustrate the difference between taking
a standard philosophical problem (or cluster of interrelated problems
such as free will, selfhood, agency, and responsibility) and asking, on
the one hand, "What is its essence? To what ineffable depths, what
limit of language, does it lead us? What does it show us about being
human?" and asking, on the other hand, "What sort of people would
see these problems? What vocabulary, what image of man, would
produce such problems? Why, insofar as we are gripped by these
problems, do we see them as deep rather than as reductiones ad
absurdum of a vocabulary? What does the persistence of such prob­
lems show us about being twentieth-century Europeans?" Nagel is
certainly right, and splendidly lucid, about the way in which a set of
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ideas, illustrated best by Kant, shoves us toward the notion of some­
thing called "the subjective" -the personal point of view, what sci­
ence doesn't catch, what no "stepping back" could catch, what forms
a limit to the understanding. But how do we know whether to say,
"So much the worse for the solubility of philosophical problems, for
the reach of language, for our 'verificationist' impulses," or whether
to say, "So much the worse for the Philosophical ideas which have
led us to such an impasse"?

The same question arises about the other philosophical problems
which Nagel brings under his "Subjective-Objective" rubric. The
clash between "verificationist" and "realist" intuitions is perhaps
best illustrated by Nagel's celebrated paper "What Is It Like to Be a
Bat?" Nagel here appeals to our intuition that "there is something
which it is like" to be a bat or a dog but nothing which it is like to be
an atom or a brick, and says that this intuition is what contemporary
Wittgensteinian, Rylean, anti-eartesian philosophy of mind "fails to
capture." The culmination of the latter philosophical movement is
the cavalier attitude toward "raw feels"-e.g., the sheer phenomeno­
logical qualitative ipseity of pain -suggested by Daniel Dennett:

I recommend giving up incorrigibility with regard to pain altogether, in
fact giving up all "essential" features of pain, and letting pain states be
whatever "natural kind" states the brain scientists find (if they ever do
find any) that normally produce all the normal effects.... One of our
intuitions about pain is that whether or not one is in pain is a brute fact,
not a matter of decision to serve the convenience of the theorist. I recom­
mend against trying to preserve that intuition, but if you disagree, whatever
theory I produce, however predictive and elegant, will not be in your
lights a theory of pain, but only a theory of what I illicitly choose to call
pain. But if, as I have claimed, the intuitions we would have to honor were
we to honor them all do not form a consistent set, there can be no true
theory of pain, and so no computer or robot could instantiate the true
theory of pain, which it would have to do to feel real pain. . . . The in­
ability of a robot model to satisfy all our intuitive demands may be due
not to any irredeemable mysteriousness about the phenomenon of pain,
but to irredeemable incoherence in our ordinary concept of pain.42

Nagel is one of those who disagrees with Dennett's recommen.dation.
His anti-verificationism comes out most strongly in the followmg pas­
sage:

. if things emerged from a spaceship which we could not be sure were
machines or conscious beings, what we were wondering would have an
answer even if the things were so different from anything we were familiar
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with that we could never discover it. It would depend on whether there was
something it was like to be them, not on whether behavioral similarities
warranted our saying so....

I therefore seem to be drawn to a position more 'realistic' than Wittgen­
stein's. This may be because I am drawn to positions more realistic than
Wittgenstein's about everything, not just the mental. I believe that the
question about whether the things coming out of the spaceship are con­
scious must have an answer. Wittgenstein would presumably say that this
assumption reflects a groundless confidence that a certain picture unam­
biguously determines its own application. That is the picture of something
going on in their heads (or whatever they have in place of heads) that can­
not be observed by dissection.

Whatever picture I may use to represent the idea, it does seem to me
that I know what it means to ask whether there is something it is like to be
them, and that the answer to that question is what determines whether
they are conscious-not the possibility of extending mental ascriptions on
evidence analogous to the human case. Conscious mental states are real
states of something, whether they are mine or those of an alien creature.
Perhaps Wittgenstein's view can accommodate this intuition, but I do not
at the moment see how.43

Wittgenstein certainly cannot accommodate this intuition. The
question is whether he should be asked to: whether we should aban­
don the pragmatical "verificationist" intuition that "every dif­
ference must make a difference" (expressed by Wittgenstein in the
remark "A wheel that can be turned though nothing else moves with
it, is not part of the mechanism")44 or instead abandon Nagel's intui­
tion about consciousness. We certainly have both intuitions. For
Nagel, their compresence shows that the limit of understanding has
been reached, that an ultimate depth has been plumbed-just as the
discovery of an antinomy indicated to Kant that something transcen­
dental had been encountered. For Wittgenstein, it merely shows that
the Cartesian tradition has sketched a compelling picture, a picture
which "held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in
our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably. "45

I said at the beginning of this section that there were two alter­
native ways in which the intuitive realist might respond to the prag­
matist's suggestion that some intuitions should be deliberately re­
pressed. He might say either that language does not go all the way
down -that there is a kind of awareness of facts which is not ex­
pressible in language and which no argument could render dubious­
or, more mildly, that there is a core language which is common to

I all traditions and which needs to be isolated. In a confrontation with
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Murdoch one can imagine Nagel making the second claim - arguing
that even the kind of moral discourse which Murdoch recommends
must wind up with the same conception of "the isolated will" as
Kantian moral discourse. But in a confrontation with Dennett's
attempt to weed out our intuitions Nagel must make the first claim.
He has to go all the way, and deny that our knowledge is limited by
the language we speak. He says as much in the following passage:

If anyone is inclined to deny that we can believe in the existence of facts
like this whose exact nature we cannot possibly conceive, he should reflect
that in contemplating the bats we are in much the same position that
intelligent bats or Martians would occupy if they tried to form a concep­
tion of what it was like to be us. The structure of their own minds might
make it impossible for them to succeed, but we know they would be wrong
to conclude that there is not anything precise that it is like to be us. . . .
We know they would be wrong to draw such a skeptical conclusion because
we know what it is like to be us. And we know that while it includes an
enormous amount of variation and complexity, and while we do not pos­
sess the vocabulary to describe it adequately, its subjective character is
highly specific, and in some respects describable in terms that can be un­
derstood only by creatures like us [italics added].46

Here we hit a bedrock metaphilosophical issue: can one ever appeal
to nonlinguistic knowledge in philosophical argument? This is the
question of whether a dialectical impasse is the mark of philosophical
depth or of a bad language, one which needs to be replaced with one
which will not lead to such impasses. That is just the issue about the
status of intuitions, which I said above was the real issue between the
pragmatist and the realist. The hunch that, e.g., reflection upon any­
thing worthy of the name "moral judgment" will eventually lead us
to the problems Nagel describes is a discussable q~est~~n -one upon
which the history of ethics can shed lig~t. But the mtuI~lOn th~t there
is something ineffable which it is like to be us-somethmg whIch ~ne
cannot learn about by believing true propositions but only by betng
like that-is not something on which anything could throw further
light. The claim is either deep or empty.

The pragmatist sees it as empty-indeed, he sees many of Nagel's
discussions of "the subjective" as drawing a line around a vacant place
in the middle of the web of words, and then claiming that there is
something there rather than nothing. But this is not because he has
independent arguments for a Philosophical theory to the effect that
(in Sellars's words) "All awareness is a linguistic affair," or that "The
meaning of a proposition is its method of ,,:erifi~ati?n."Such slogans
as these are not the result of Philosophical mqUIry mt~ Awar~ness or
Meaning, but merely ways of cautioning the publIc agaInst the
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Philosophical tradition. (As "No taxation without representation"
was not a discovery about the nature of Taxation, but an expression
of distrust in the British Parliament of the day.) There are no fast lit­
tle arguments to show that there are no such things as intuitions­
arguments which are themselves based on something stronger than
intuitions. For the pragmatist, the only thing wrong with Nagel's in­
tuitions is that they are being used to legitimize a vocabulary (the
Kantian vocabulary in morals, the Cartesian vocabulary in philoso­
phy of mind) which the pragmatist thinks should be eradicated rather
than reinforced. But his only argument for thinking that these intui­
tions and vocabularies should be eradicated is that the intellectual
tradition to which they belong has not paid off, is more trouble than
it is worth, has become an incubus. Nagel's dogmatism of intuitions
is no worse, or better, than the pragmatist's inability to give noncir­
cular arguments.

This upshot of the confrontation between the pragmatist and the
intuitive realist about the status of intuitions can be described either
as a conflict of intuitions about the importance of intuitions, or as a
preference for one vocabulary over another. The realist will favor the
first description, and the pragmatist, the second. It does not matter
which description one uses, as long as it is clear that the issue is one
about whether philosophy should try to find natural starting-points
which are distinct from cultural traditions, or whether all philosophy
should do is compare and contrast cultural traditions. This is, once
again, the issue of whether philosophy should be Philosophy. The
intuitive realist thinks that there is such a thing as Philosophical truth
because he thinks that, deep down beneath all the texts, there is
something which is not just one more text but that to which various
texts are trying to be "adequate." The pragmatist does not think that
there is anything like that. He does not even think that there is any­
thing isolable as "the purposes which we construct vocabularies and
cultures to fulfill" against which to test vocabularies and cultures. But
he does think that in the process of playing vocabularies and cultures
off against each other, we produce new and better ways of talking
and acting-not better by reference to a previously known standard,
but just better in the sense that they come to seem clearly better than
their predecessors.

5. A Post-Philosophical Culture

I began by saying that the pragmatist refused to accept the Philo­
sophiC;al distinction between first-rate truth-by-correspondence-to­
reality and second-rate truth-as-what-it-is-good-to-believe. I said that
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this raised the question of whether a culture could get along without
Philosophy, without the Platonic attempt to sift out the merely con­
tingent and conventional truths from the Truths which were some­
thing more than that. The last two sections, in which I have been
going over the latest round of "realist" objections to pragmatism, has
brought us back to my initial distinction between philosophy and
Philosophy. Pragmatism denies the possibility of getting beyond the
Sellarsian notion of "seeing how things hang together" -which, for
the bookish intellectual of recent times, means seeing how all the var­
ious vocabularies of all the various epochs and cultures hang together.
"Intuition" is just the latest name for a device which will get us off
the literary-historical-anthropological-political merry-go-round which
such intellectuals ride, and onto something "progressive" and "scien­
tific" - a device which will get us from philosophy to Philosophy.

I remarked earlier that a third motive for the recent anti-prag­
matist backlash is simply the hope of getting off this merry-go-round.
This hope is a correlate of the fear that if there is nothing quasi-scien­
tific for philosophy as an academic discipline to do, if there is no
properly professional Fach which distinguishes the philosophy pro­
fessor from the historian or the literary critic, then something will
have been lost which has been central to Western intellectual life. This
fear is, to be sure, justified. If Philosophy disappears, something will
have been lost which was central to Western intellectual life-just as
something central was lost when religious intuitions were weeded out
from among the intellectually respectable candidates for Philosophi­
cal articulation. But the Enlightenment thought, rightly, that what
would succeed religion would be better. The pragmatist is betting that
what succeeds the "scientific," positivist culture which the Enlight­
enment produced will be better.

The question of whether the pragmatist is right to be so sanguine
is the question of whether a culture is imaginable, or desirable, in
which no one-or at least no intellectual-believes that we have, deep
down inside us, a criterion for telling whether we are in touch with re­
ality or not, when we are in the Truth. This would be a culture in
which neither the priests nor the physicists nor the poets nor the
Party were thought of as more "rational," or more "scientific" or
"deeper" than one another. No particular portion of culture would
be singled out as exemplifying (or signally failing to exemplify) ,the
condition to which the rest aspired. There would be no sense that,
beyond the current intra-disciplinary criteria, which, for example,
good priests or good physicists obeyed, there were other, transdis­
ciplinary, transcultural, ahistorical criteria, which they also obeyed.
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There would still be hero-worship in such a culture, but it would not
be worship of heroes as children of the gods, as marked off from the
rest of mankind by closeness to the immortal. It would simply be ad­
miration of exceptional men and women who were very good at doing
the quite diverse kinds of things they did. Such people would not be
those who knew a Secret, who had won through to the Truth, but
simply people who were good at being human.

A fortiori, such a culture would contain nobody called "the Phi­
losopher" who could explain why and how certain areas of culture
enjoyed a special relation to reality. Such a culture would, doubtless,
contain specialists in seeing how things hung together. But these
would be people who had no special "problems" to solve, nor any
special "method" to apply, abided by no particular disciplinary stan­
dards, had no collective self-image as a "profession." They might
resemble contemporary philosophy professors in being more interested
in moral responsibility than in prosody, or more interested in the ar­
ticulation of sentences than in that of the human body, but they might
noUThey would be all-purpose intellectuals who were ready to offer
a view on pretty much anything, in the hope of making it hang to­
gether with everything else.

Such a hypothetical culture strikes both Platonists and positivists
as "decadent." The Platonists see it has having no ruling principle, no
center, no structure. The positivists see it as having no respect for
hard fact, for that area of culture-science-in which the quest for
objective truth takes precedence over emotion and opinion. The
Platonists would like to see a culture guided by something eternal.
The positivists would like to see one guided by something temporal
-the brute impact of the way the world is. But both want it to be
guided, constrained, not left to its own devices. For both, decadence
is a matter of unwillingness to submit oneself to something "out
there"-to recognize that beyond the languages of men and women
there is something to which these languages, and the men and women
themselves, must try to be "adequate." For both, therefore, Philoso­
phy as the discipline which draws a line between such attempts at
adequacy and everything else in culture, and so between first-rate
and second-rate truth, is hound up with the struggle against decadence.

So the question of whether such a post-Philosophical culture is de­
sirable can also be put as the question: can the ubiquity of language
ever really be taken seriously? Can we see ourselves as never encoun­
tering reality except under a chosen description-as, in Nelson
Goodman's phrase, making worlds rather than finding them?47 This
question has nothing to do with "idealism"-with the suggestion that
we can or should draw metaphysical comfort from the fact that reality
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is "spiritual in nature." It is, rather, the question of whether we can
give up what Stanley Cavell calls the "possibility that one among
endless true descriptions of me tells who I am. "48 The hope that one
of them will do just that is the impulse which, in our present culture,
drives the youth to read their way through libraries, cranks to claim
that they have found The Secret which makes all things plain, and
sound scientists and scholars, toward the ends of their lives, to hope
that their work has "philosophical implications" and "universal human
significance." In a post-Philosophical culture, some other hope would
drive us to read through the libraries, and to add new volumes to the
ones we found. Presumably it would be the hope of offering our de­
scendants a way of describing the ways of describing we had come
across-a description of the descriptions which the race has come up
with so far. If one takes "our time" to be "our view of previous
times," so that, in Hegelian fashion, each age of the world recapitu­
lates all the earlier ones, then a post-Philosophical culture would
agree with Hegel that philosophy is "its own time apprehended in
thoughts. "49 .

In a post-Philosophical culture it would be clear that that IS all that
philosophy can be. it cannot answer questions about the relation of
the thought of our time-the descriptions it is using, the vocabularies
it employs-to something which is not just some alternative vocabu­
lary. So it is a study ofthe comparative advantages and disadvantages
of the various ways of talking which our race has invented. It looks,
in short, much like what is sometimes called "culture criticism"-a
term which has come to name the literary-historical-anthropological­
political merry-go-round I spoke of earlier. The modern ~estern

"culture critic" feels free to comment on anything at all. He IS a pre­
figuration of the all-purpose intellectual of a pos~-Philosop~ical cul­
ture, the philosopher who has abandoned pretenSIOns to PhIlosophy.
He passes rapidly from Hemingway to Proust to Hitler to Marx to
Foucault to Mary Douglas to the present situation in Southeast Asia
to Ghandi to Sophocles. He is a name-dropper, who uses names such
as these to refer to sets of descriptions, symbol-systems, ways of
seeing. His specialty is seeing similarities and differences between
great big pictures, between attempts to see how things hang. toget~er.
He is the person who tells you how all the ways of makmg thmgs
hang together hang together. But, since he does not tell you about
how all possible ways of making things hang together must hang
together-since he has no extra-historical Archimedean point of this
sort-he is doomed to become outdated. Nobody is so passe as the
intellectual czar of the previous generation -the man who redescribed
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all those old descriptions, which, thanks in part to his redescription
of them, nobody now wants to hear anything about.

The life of such inhabitants of Snow's "literary culture," whose
highest hope is to grasp their time in thought, appears to the Platonist
and the positivist as a life not worth living- because it is a life which
leaves nothing permanent behind. In contrast, the positivist and the
Platonist hope to leave behind true propositions, propositions which
have been shown true once and for all-inheritances for the human
race unto all generations. The fear and distrust inspired by "histori­
cism"-the emphasis on the mortality of the vocabularies in which
such supposedly immortal truths are expressed-is the reason why
Hegel (and more recently Kuhn and Foucault) are betes noires for
Philosofhers, and especially for spokesmen for Snow's scientific cul­
ture."5 (Hegel himself, to be sure, had his Philosophical moments,
but the temporalization of rationality which he suggested was the
single most important step in arriving at the pragmatist's distrust of
Philosophy.)

The opposition between mortal vocabularies and immortal propo­
sitions is reflected in the opposition between the inconclusive com­
parison and contrast of vocabularies (with everybody trying to aut­
heben everybody else's way of putting everything) characteristic of
the literary culture, and rigorous argumentation -the procedure
characteristic of mathematics, what Kuhn calls "normal" science,
and the law (at least in the lower courts). Comparisons and contrasts
between vocabularies issue, usually, in new, synthetic vocabularies.
Rigorous argumentation issues in agreement in propositions. The really
exasperating thing about literary intellectuals, from the point of view
of those inclined to science or to Philosophy, is their inability to en­
gage in such argumentation-to agree on what would count as resolv­
ing disputes, on the criteria to which all sides must appeal. In a post­
Philosophical culture, this exasperation would not be felt. In such a
culture, criteria would be seen as the pragmatist sees them -as tem­
porary resting-places constructed for specific utilitarian ends. On the
pragmatist account, a criterion (what follows from the axioms, what
the needle points to, what the statute says) is a criterion because
some particular social practice needs to block the road of inquiry, halt
the regress of interpretations, in order to get something done. 51 So
rigorous argumentation -the practice which is made possible by
agreement on criteria, on stopping-places-is no more generally de­
sirable than blocking the road of inquiry is generally desirable. 52 It
is something which it is convenient to have if you can get it. If the
purposes you are engaged in fulfilling can be specified pretty clearly
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in advance (e.g., finding out how an enzyme functions, preventing
violence in the streets, proving theorems), then you can get it. If they
are not (as in the search for a just society, the resolution of a moral
dilemma, the choice of a symbol of ultimate concern, the quest for a
"postmodernist" sensibility), then you probably cannot, and you
should not try for it. If what you are interested in is philosophy, you
certainly will not get it-for one of the things which the various vo­
cabularies for describing things differ about is the purpose of describ­
ing things. The philosopher will not want to beg the question between
these various descriptions in advance. The urge to make philosophy
into Philosophy is to make it the search for some final vocabulary,
which can somehow be known in advance to be the common core,
the truth of, all the other vocabularies which might be advanced in its
place. This is the urge which the pragmatist thinks should be repressed,
and which a post-Philosophical culture would have succeeded in re­
pressing.

The most powerful reason for thinking that no such culture is pos­
sible is that seeing all criteria as no more than temporary resting­
places, constructed by a community to facilitate its inquiries, seems
morally humiliating. Suppose that Socrates was wrong, that we have
not once seen the Truth, and so will not, intuitively, recognize it
when we see it again. This means that when the secret police come,
when the torturers violate the innocent, there is nothing to be said
to them of the form "There is something within you which you are
betraying. Though you embody the practices of a totalitarian society
which will endure forever, there is something beyond those practices
which condemns you." This thought is hard to live with, as is Sartre's
remark:

Tomorrow, after my death, certain people may decide to establish fascism,
and the others may be cowardly or miserable enough to let them get away
with it. At that moment, fascism will be the truth of man, and so much
the worse for us. In reality, things will be as much as man has decided they
are. 53

This hard saying brings out what ties Dewey and Foucault, James and
Nietzsche, together-the sense that there is nothing deep down inside
us except what we have put there ourselves, no criterion that we have
not created in the course of creating a practice, no standard of ra­
tionality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argu­
mentation that is not obedience to our own conventions.

A post-Philosophical culture, then, would be one in which men
and women felt themselves alone, merely finite, with no links to
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something Beyond. On the pragmatist's account, positivism was only
a halfway stage in the development of such a culture-the progress
toward, as Sartre puts it, doing without God. For positivism preserved
a god in its notion of Science (and in its notion of "scientific philos­
ophy"), the notion of a portion of culture where we touched some­
thing not ourselves, where we found Truth naked, relative to no
description. The culture of positivism thus produced endless swings
of the pendulum between the view that "values are merely 'relative'
(or 'emotive,' or 'subjective')" and the view that bringing the "scien­
tific method" to bear on questions of political and moral choice was
the solution to all our problems. Pragmatism, by contrast, does not
erect Science as an idol to fill the place once held by God. It views
science as one genre of literature-or, put the other way around, lit­
erature and the arts as inquiries, on the same footing as scientific in­
quiries. Thus it sees ethics as neither more "relative" or "subjective"
than scientific theory, nor as needing to be made "scientific." Phys­
ics is a way of trying to cope with various bits of the universe j ethics
is a matter of trying to cope with other bits. Mathematics helps phys­
ics do its job; literature and the arts help ethics do its. Some of these
inquiries come up with propositions, some with narratives, some with
paintings. The question of what propositions to assert, which pic­
tures to look at, what narratives to listen to and comment on and re­
tell, are all questions about what will help us get what we want (or
about what we should want).

The question of whether the pragmatist view of truth -that it is
not a profitable topic-is itself true is thus a question about whether
a post-Philosophical culture is a good thing to try for. It is not a
question about what the word "true" means, nor about the require­
ments of an adequate philosophy of language, nor about whether the
world "exists independently of our minds," nor about whether the
intuitions of our culture are captured in the pragmatists' slogans.
There is no way in which the issue between the pragmatist and his
opponent can be tightened up and resolved according to criteria
agreed to by both sides. This is one of those issues which puts every­
thing up for grabs at once-where there is no point in trying to find
agreement about "the data" or about what would count as deciding
the question. But the messiness of the issue is not a reason for setting
it aside. The issue between religion and secularism was no less messy,
but it was important that it got decided as it did.

If the account of the contemporary philosophical scene which I
offer in these essays is correct, then the issue about the truth of prag­
matism is the issue which all the most important cultural developments
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since Hegel have conspired to put before us. But, like its predecessor,
it is not going to be resolved by any sudden new discovery of how
things really are. It will be decided, if history allows us the leisure to
decide such issues, only by a slow and painful choice between alter­
native self-images.
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The World Well Lost

The notion of alternative conceptual frameworks has been a com­
monplace of our culture since Hegel. Hegel's historicism gave us a
sense of how there might be genuine novelty in the development of
thought and of society. Such a historicist conception of thought and
morals ,was, we may see by hindsight, rendered possible by Kant, him­
self the least historicist of philosophers. For Kant perfected and codi­
fied the two distinctions that are necessary to develop the notion of
an "alternative conceptual framework" -the distinction between
spontaneity and receptivity and the distinction between necessary
and contingent truth. Since Kant, we find it almost impossible not to
thin& of the mind as divided into active and passive faculties, the
former using concepts to "interpret" what "the world" imposes on
the latter. We also find it difficult not to distinguish between those
concepts which the mind could hardly get along without and those
which it can take or leave alone-and we think of truths about the
former concepts as "necessary" in the most proper and paradigmatic
sense of the term. But as soon as we have this picture of the mind in
focus, it occurs to us, as it did to Hegel, that those all-important a
priori concepts, those which determine what our experience or our
morals will be, might have been different. We cannot, of course,
imagine what an experience or a practice that different would be like,
but we can abstractly suggest that the men of the Golden Age, or the
inhabitants of the Fortunate Isles, or the mad, might shape the intui­
tions that are our common property in different molds, and might
thus be conscious of a different "world."

3
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Various attacks on the contrast between the observed and the the­
oretical (in, e.g., Kuhn, Feyerabend, and Sellars) have led recently to a
new appreciation of Kant's point that to change one's concepts would
be to change what one experiences, to change one's "phenomenal
world." But this appreciation leads us to question the familiar distinc­
tion between spontaneity and receptivity. The possibility of different
conceptual schemes highlights the fact that a Kantian unsynthesized
intuition can exert no influence on how it is to be synthesized - or,
at best, can exert only an influence we shall have to describe in a way
as relative to a chosen conceptual scheme as our description of every­
thing else. Insofar as a Kantian intuitio~..is e~f~bl~: it is just a pe~­
ceptual judgment, and thus not merely mtultlve. Insofar as. It I.S
ineffable, it is incapable of having an explanatory function. ThIS dI­
lemma- a parallel to that which Hegelians raised concerning the
thing-in-itself - casts doubt on the notion of a faculty of "receptivity."
There seems no need to postulate an intermediary between the physi­
cal thrust of the stimulus upon the organ and the full-fledged con­
scious judgment that the properly programmed organism forms in
consequence. Thus there is no need to split the organism up intoa
receptive wax tablet on the one hand and an "active" interpreter.of
what nature has there imprinted on the other. So the Kantlan pomt
that different a priori concepts would, if there could be such things,
give a different phenomenal world gives place either to th.e straig~t­
forward but paradoxical claim that different concepts gIve us dIf­
ferent worlds, or to dropping the notion of "conceptual framework"
altogether. 'Phenomenal' can no longer be given a sense, once Kantian
"intuitions" drop out. For the suggestion that our concepts shape
neutral material no longer makes sense once there is nothing to serve
as this material. The physical stimuli themselves are not a u~eful s~b­
stitute for the contrast between the "posits" which the mventlve
mind ~onstructs to predict and control stimuli, and the stimuli them­
selves can be no more than a contrast between the effable world and,
its ineffable cause. 1

The notion of alternative conceptual frameworks thus contains the
seeds of doubt about the root notion of "conceptual framework," and
so of its own destruction. For once the faculty of receptivity and,
more generally, the notion of neutral material becomes dubious,
doubt spreads easily to the notion of conceptual thought as "shap­
ing" and thus to the notion of the World-Spirit moving from one set
of a priori concepts to the next.

But the doubts about the Hegelian picture produced by ~n attack
on the givenlinterpretation distinction are vague and diffuse by
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comparison with those which result from attacking the necessary/
contingent distinction. Quine's suggestion that the difference between
a priori and empirical truth is merely that between the relatively dif­
ficult to give up and the relatively easy brings in its train the notion
that there is no clear distinction to be drawn between questions
of meaning and questions of fact. This, in turn, leaves us (as Quine
has pointed out in criticizing Carnap) with no distinction between
questions about alternative "theories" and questions about alterna­
tive "frameworks."2 The philosophical notion of "meaning," against
which Quine is protesting is, as he says, the latest version of the "idea
idea" -a philosophical tradition one of whose incarnations was the
Kantian notion of "concept." The notion of a choice among "mean­
ing postulates" is the latest version of the notion of a choice among
alternative conceptual schemes. Once the necessary is identified with
the analytic and the analytic is explicated in terms of meaning, an
attack on the notion of what Harman has called the "philosophical"
sense. of 'meaning' becomes an attack on the notion of "conceptual
framework" in any sense that assumes a distinction of kind between
this notion and that of "empirical theory."3

So far we have seen how criticisms of givenness and of analyticity
both serve to dismantle the Kantian notion of "conceptual frame­
work" -the notion of "concepts necessary for the constitution of
experience, as opposed to concepts whose application is necessary to
control or predict experience." I have been arguing that without the
notions of "the given" and of "the a priori" there can be no notion
of "the constitution of experience." Thus there can be no notion of
alternative experiences, or alternative worlds, to be constituted by
the adoption of new a priori concepts. But there is a simpler and
more direct objection to the notion of "alternative conceptual frame­
work," to which I now wish to turn. This objection has recently been
put forward, in connection with Quine's thesis of indeterminacy, by
Davidson and Stroud.4 The argument is verificationist, and turns on
the unrecognizability of persons using a conceptual framework dif­
ferent from our own (or, to put it another way, the unrecognizability
as a language of anything that is not translatable into English). The
connection between Quine's attack on "conventionalist" notions of
meaning and this verificationist argument is supposed to be as fol­
lows: if one thinks of "meaning" in terms of the discovery of the
speech dispositions of foreigners rather than in terms of mental es­
sences (ideas, concepts, chunks of the crystalline structure of thought),
then one will not be able to draw a clear distinction between the
foreigner's using words different in meaning from any words in our
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language and the foreigner's h~ving m~ny false. b~liefs. We c~n and
must playoff awkward translations agamst ascnptIOns of quamt be­
liefs, and vice versa, but we will never reach the limiting case of a
foreigner all or most of whose beli~fs must be viewed as fa~se accord­
ing to a translating scheme that paIrS off all o~ most of .hIS terms as
identical in meaning with some terms of EnglIsh. We wIll not reach
this case (so the Davidsonian argument goes) because any such trans­
lation scheme would merely show that we had not succeeded in find-
ing a translation at all. . . .

But (to extend Davidson's argument a bIt) If we can never fmd a
translation, why should we think that we are faced with language
users at all? It is, of course, possible to imagine humanoid organisms
making sounds of great variety at one another in very various circum­
stances with what appear to be various effects upon the interlocu­
tors' behavior. But suppose that repeated attempts systematically to
correlate these sounds with the organisms' environment and behavior
fail. What should we say? One suggestion might be that the analytic
hypotheses we are using in our tentative translation schemes use con­
cepts that we do not share with the natives-because the natives
"carve up the world" differently, or have different "qualio/ spaces"
or something of the sort. But could there be a way of decIdmg be­
tween this suggestion and the possibility that the organis~s' sounds
are just sounds? Once we imagine different ways of carvmg up the
world, nothing could stop us from attributing "untranslata?le l~~­
guages" to anything that emits a variety of signals. But, so thIS venfI­
cationist argument concludes, this degree of open-ended~esssho~s
us that the purported notion of an untranslatable language IS as fanCI­
ful as that of an invisible color.

It is important to note that Quinean arguments against analyticity
and for the indeterminacy of translation are not necessary for thIS
argument. The argument stands on its own feet-Quine's o~ly con­
tribution to it being to disparage the possibility that 'meanmg' can
mean something more than what is contextually defined i? t~e pro­
cess of predicting the foreigner's behavior. To adopt thIS VIew of
meaning is all that is required to. suggest t~at the notion ?f ",~~o~le
who speak our language but belIeve nothmg that we belIeve IS m­
coherent.s To show that it is incoherent, however-to complete the
argument-one would have to show in detail tha~ ~o amount of n~n­
linguistic behavior by the foreigner coul? be s~fficient ~o un~e~nte
a translation that made all or most of hIS belIefs false. For It mIght
be the case, for example, that the way in which the foreigner dealt
with trees while making certain sounds made it clear that we had to
translate some of his utterances as "These are not trees," and so on
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for everything else with which he had dealings. Some of his utterances
might be translated as: "I am not a person," "These are not words,"
"One should never use modus ponens if one wishes valid arguments,"
"Even if I were thinking, which I am not, that would not show that I
exist." We might ratify these translations by showing that his nonlin­
guistic ways of handling himself and others showed that he actually
did hold such paradoxical beliefs. The only way to show that this
suggestion cannot work, would be actually to tell the whole story
'a~out this hypothetical foreigner. It might be that a story could be
told to show the coherence of these false beliefs with each other and
~with his actions, or it might not. To show that Davidson and Stroud
were right would be to show that, indeed, no such story was tellable.

There is, I think, no briefer way to decide on the soundness of this
a priori argument against the possibility of alternative conceptual
frameworks than to run over such possible stories. But this incon­
clusiveness is a feature this argument has in common with all interest­
ing verificationist anti-skeptical arguments. It conforms to the fol­
lowing pattern: (1) the skeptic suggests that our own beliefs (about,
e.g., other minds, tables and chairs, or how to translate French) have
viable alternatives which unfortunately can never be known to hold
but which justify the suspension of judgment; (2) the anti-skeptic
replies that the very meaning of the terms used shows that the alter­
natives suggested are not merely dubious but in principle unverifiable,
and thus not reasonable alternatives at all; (3) the skeptic rejoins that
verificationism confuses the ordo essendi with the ordo cognoscendi
and that it may well be that some alternative is true even though we
shall never know that it is; (4) the anti-skeptic replies that the matter
is not worth debating until the skeptic spells out the suggested alter­
native in full detail, and insinuates that this cannot be done; (5) the
controversy degenerates into a dispute about assuming the burden of
proof, with the skeptic claiming that it is not up to him to build up a
coherent story around his suggested alternative but rather up to the
anti-skeptic to show a priori that this cannot be done.

In the case at hand, the skeptic is the fan of "alternative concep­
tual frameworks," practicing his skepticism on a global scale by in­
sinuating that our entire belief structure might dissolve, leaving not a
wrack behind, to be replaced by a complete but utterly dissimilar
alternative. The Davidsonian anti-skeptic is in the position of asking
how one could come to call any pattern of behavior evidence for
such an alternative. The skeptic replies that perhaps we could never
come to do so, but this merely shows how complete our egocentric
predicament is. And so it goes.?

In this case, however (unlike the case of limited skepticism about
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whether, e.g., 'pain' or 'red' means to me what it does to you) the
skeptic's global approach gives him a significant dialectical advantage.
For he can here sketch what might bring about the actualization of
his suggested alternative without being caught up in disagreement
about how to interpret concrete experimental results. He can simply
refer us to ordinary scientific and cultural progress extrapolated just
beyond the range of science fiction. Consider, he will say, the follow­
ing view of man's history and prospects. Our views about matter and
motion, the good life for man, and much else have changed in subtle
and complicated ways since the days of the Greeks. Many of the
planks in Neurath's boat have been torn up and relaid differently. But
since (l) we can describe why it was "rational" for each such change
to have occurred, and (2) many more of our beliefs are the same as
Greek beliefs than are different (e.g., our belief that barley is better
than nettles and freedom than slavery, that red is a color, and that
lightning often precedes thunder), we should not yet wish to talk
about "an alternative conceptual framework." And yet we must ad­
mit that even the relatively slight refurbishings of the boat which
have occupied the past two thousand years are enough to give us con­
siderable difficulty in knowing just how to translate some Greek sen­
tences, and just how to explain the "rationality" of the changes that
have intervened. Again, the various shifts that have taken place in our
understanding of the subject matter of the beliefs we purportedly
"share" with the Greeks (resulting from, e.g., the development of
new strains of nettles, new forms of slavery, new ways of producing
color perceptions, and new explanations of the sound of the thunder
and the look of the lightning) make us a little dubious about the
claim to shared belief. They create the feeling that here too we may be
imposing on history rather than describing it. Let us now extrapolate
from ourselves to the Galactic civilization of the future, which we
may assume to have moved and reshaped 1050 planks in the boat we
are in, whereas since Aristotle we have managed to shift only about
1020 . Here the suggestion that we interpret these changes as a se­
quence of rational changes in views about a common matter seems a
bit forced, and the fear that even the most empathic Galactic histor­
ians of science "won't really understand us properly" quite appropri­
ate. So, our skeptic concludes, the Davidson-Stroud point that to
describe in detail the Galactic civilization's beliefs is automatically to
make them merely alternative theories within a common framework
is not enough. Granting this point, we can still see that it is rational
to expect that the incommunicably and unintelligibly novel will oc­
cur, even though, ex hypothesi, we can neither write nor read a
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science-fiction story that describes Galactic civilization. Here, then,
we have a case in which there really is a difference between the ordo
cognoscendi and the ordo essendi, and no verificationist argument
can apply.

To intensify the antinomy we confront here, let us agree for the
sake of argument that it is a necessary condition for an entity to be a
person that it have or once have had the potentiality for articulating
beliefs and desires comparable in quantity and complexity to our
own. The qualifications are required if we are to include infants and
the insane while excluding dogs and the simpler sort of robots. But
the same qualifications will, of course, give trouble when we come to
cases where it is not clear whether we are educating a person by de­
veloping his latent potentialities (as by teaching a child a language) or
transforming a th~ng into a person (as by clamping some additional
memory units onto the robot). Bating this difficulty for the moment,
however, let us simply note that this formulation has the consequence
that ascribing personhood, ascribing a language, and ascribing beliefs
and desires go hand in hand. So, if Davidson is right, ascribing per­
sonhood and ascribing mostly the right beliefs and mostly the appro­
priate desires go hand in hand. This means that we shall never be able
to have evidence that there exist persons who speak languages in
principle untranslatable into English or hold beliefs all or most of
which are incompatible with our own.

Despite this, however, we can extrapolate to a story about how just
such persons might come into existence. So it seems that the world
may come to be full of persons whom we could never conceivably
recognize as such. A Galactic time-traveler come among us, we now
realize, would eventually be forced to abandon his original presump­
tion that we were persons when he failed to correlate our utterances
with our environment in any way that enabled him to construct an
English-Galactic lexicon. Our initial assumption that the Galactic
emissary was a person would be frustrated by the same sort of dis­
covery. How sad that two cultures who have so much to offer each
other should fail to recognize each other's existence! What pathos in
the thought that we, time-traveling among our Neanderthal ancestors,
might stand to them as the Galactic stands to us! But the situation is
even worse than that, for reasons I hinted at earlier. We can now see
that, for all we know, our contemporary world is filled with unrecog­
nizable persons. Why should we ignore the possibility that the trees
and the bats and the butterflies and the stars all have their various
untranslatable languages in which they are busily expressing their
beliefs and desires to one another? Since their organs suit them to
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receive such different stimuli and to respond in such different ways,
. it is hardly surprising that the syntax and the primitive predicates of

their languages bear no relation to our own.
The inclusion of this last possibility may suggest that something has

gone wrong. Perhaps we should not have been so ready to admit the
possibility of extrapolation. Perhaps we were too hasty in thinking
that attributions of personhood and of articulate belief went hand in
hand -for surely we know in advance that butterflies are not persons
and therefore know in advance that they will have no beliefs to ex­
press. For myself, however, I see nothing wrong with the proposed
extrapolation, and I do not see what 'known in advance not to be a
person' could mean when applied to the butterfly save that the but­
terfly doesn't seem human. But there is no particular reason to think
that our remote ancestors or descendants would seem human right
off the bat either. Let the notion of a person be as complex and mul­
tiply criterioned as you please, still I do not think that it will come
unstuck from that of a complex interlocked set of beliefs and desires,
nor that the latter notion can be separated from that of the potenti­
ality for translatable speech. So I think that to rule the butterflies
'out is to rule out the Galactics and the Neanderthals, and that to al­
low extrapolation to the latter is to allow for the possibility that the
very same beliefs and desires which our Galactic descendants will hold
are being held even now by the butterflies. We can dig in our heels
and say that terms like 'person', 'belief', 'desire', and 'language' are
ultimately as token-reflexive as 'here' and 'now' or 'morally right', so
that in each case essential reference is made to where we are. But that
will be the only way of ruling out the Galactic, and thus the only
way of ruling out the butterfly.

If this seems puzzling, I think it will seem less so if we consider
some parallels. Suppose we say that there is no poetry among the
Patagonians, no astronomy among the aborigines, and no morality
among the inhabitants of the planet Mongo. And suppose a native of
each locale, protesting against our parochial view, explains that what
they have is a different sort of poetry, astronomy, or morals, as the
case may be. For the Patagonian, neither Homer nor Shelley nor
Mallarme nor Dryden look in the least like poets. He admits, however,
that Milton and Swinburne are both faintly reminiscent, in the same
only vaguely describable respect,'of the paradigms of Patagonian
poesy. Those paradigms strike him as clearly fulfilling some of the
roles in his culture which our poets fulfill in ours, though not all. The
aborigine knows nothing of the equinoxes and the solstices, but he
does distinguish planets from stars. However, he uses the same term
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to refer to planets, meteors, comets, and the sun. The stories he tells
about the movements of these latter bodies are bound up with a
complicated set of stories about divine providence and cure of dis­
eases, whereas the stories told about the stars have to do exclusively
with sex. The inhabitants of the planet Mongo appear shocked when
people tell the truth to social equals, and surprised and amused when
people refrain from torturing helpless wanderers. They seem to have
no taboos at all about sex, but a great many about food. Their social
organizations seem held together half by a sort of lottery, and half
by brute force. The inhabitants of Mongo, however, profess to be re­
volted by the Earthlings' failure to grasp the moral point of view, and
by our apparent confusion of morality with etiquette and with ex­
pedients for ensuring social order.

In the three cases just cited the question, Is it a different sort of
poetry (or astronomy, or morality), or do they simply have none? is
obviously not the sort of question it is very important to answer. I
suggest that the question, Are the Galactics, or the butterflies, dif­
ferent sorts of persons than ourselves or not persons at all? is also
not very important. In the three cases mentioned, one can extend the
argument indefinitely by pressing for further details. In the global
case, where ex hypothesi no translation scheme will work, we can­
not. But in the global case (having beliefs tout court), as in the par­
ticular cases of having beliefs about astronomy or about right and
wrong, what is in question is just the best way of predicting, control­
ling, and generally coping with the entities in question. In the course
of figuring this out, we encounter some of the same hard questions I
referred to above-the questions that arise when coping with such
borderline cases as fetuses, prelinguistic infants, computers, and the
insane- Do they have civil rights? Must we try to justify ourselves to
them? Are they thinking or acting on instinct? Are they holding be­
liefs or merely responding to stimuli? Is that a word to which they
assign a sense, or are they just sounding off on cue? I doubt that many
philosophers believe any longer that procedures for answering such
questions are built into "our language" waiting to be discovered by
"conceptual analysis." But if we do not believe this, perhaps we can
be content to say, in the global case, that the question, Might there
be alternative conceptual frameworks to our own, held by persons
whom we could never recognize as persons? is the same case. I
doubt that we can ever adumbrate general ways of answering ques­
tions like, Is it a conceptual framework very different from our
own, or is it a mistake to think of it as a language at all? Is it a per­
son with utterly different organs, responses, and beliefs, with whom
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communication is thus forever impossible, or rather just a complexly
behaving thing?

This "don't-care" conclusion is all I have to offer concerning the
antinomy created by the Davidson-Stroud argument on the one hand
and the skeptic's extrapolation on the other. But this should not be
thought of as denigrating the importance of what Davidson and
Stroud are saying. On the contrary, I think that, having seen through
this antinomy and having noticed the relevance of the original argu­
ment to our application of the notion of "person," we are now in a
better position to see the importance that it has. This importance can
be brought out by (a) looking at the standard objection to the coher­
ence theory of truth ("it cuts truth off from the world") and (b) re­
curring to our previous discussion of the Kantian roots of the notion
of "conceptual framework."

Consider first the traditional objection to coherence theories of
truth which says that, although our only test of truth must be the
coherence of our beliefs with one another, still the nature of truth
must be "correspondence to reality." It is thought a sufficient argu­
ment for this view that Truth is One, whereas alternative equally co­
herent sets of beliefs are Many. 8 In reply to this argument, defenders"'
of coherence and pragmatic theories of truth have argued that our so­
called "intuition" that Truth is One is simply the expectation that, if
all perceptual reports were in, there would be one optimal way of
selecting among them and all other possible statements so as to have
one ideally proportioned system of true beliefs. To this reply, the
standard rebuttal is that there would clearly be many such possible
systems, among which we could choose only on aesthetic grounds. A
further, and more deeply felt, rebuttal is that it is the world that de­
termines the truth. The accident of which glimpses of the world our
sense organs have vouchsafed us, and the further accidents of the
predicates we have entrenched or the theories whose proportions
please us, may determine what we have a right to believe. But how
could they determine the truth?9

Now the Davidson-Stroud argument supplies a simple, if temporiz­
ing, answer to this standard objection to the coherence theory. Since
most of our beliefs (though not any particular one) simply must be
true-for what could count as evidence that the vast majority of
them were not? -the specter of alternative conceptual frameworks
shrinks to the possibility that there might be a number of equally
good ways to modify slightly our present set of beliefs in the interest
of greater predictive power, charm, or what have you. The Davidson­
Stroud point makes us remember, among other things, what a very
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smal~ proportion of our beliefs are changed when our paradigms of
phYSICS, or poetry, or morals, change-and makes us realize how few
of them could change. It makes us realize that the number of beliefs
that changed among the educated classes of Europe between the thir­
teenth and the nineteenth centuries is ridiculously small compared to
~h~ ~umber that survived intact. So this argument permits us to say:
It IS J~st not .the case that there are "alternative" coherent global sets
?f bel~efs. It IS pe~fec~ly true t~at there will always be areas of inquiry
In whIch alternatIve IncompatIble sets of beliefs are "tied." But the
fact that we shall always be holding mostly true beliefs and, thus,
p.resumably be. "in. touch with the world" the vast majority of the
tIme ~akes thIS. POInt see~ philosophically innocuous. In particular,
the claIm that, SInce Truth IS One and, therefore, is "correspondence,"
we must resurrect a foundationalist epistemology to explain "how
knowledge is possible" becomes otiose. 10 We shall automatically be
"in touch with the world" (most of the time) whether or not we
have any incorrigible, or basic, or otherwise privileged or foundational
statements to make.

But this way of dealing with the claim that "it is the world that
determines what is true" may easily seem a fraud. For, as I have been
u~ing it, the I?av~dson-Strou? view seems to perform the conjuring
tnck of s~bs~~tutIng the n?tIOn of "the unquestioned vast majority
of our belIefs for the notIOn of "the world." It reminds us of such
coherence theorists as Royce, who claim that our notion of "the
world" ~s just the notion of the ideally coherent contents of an ideally
large mlI~d, or ~f the pragmatists' notion of "funded experience"­
those belIefs whIch are not at the moment being challenged, because
they present no problems and no one has bothered to think of alter­
natives t? them. In all these cases-Davidson and Stroud, Royce,
Dewey-It may wel~ seem that the issue about truth is just being
ducked. For our notIOn of the world-it will be said-is not a notion
of ';1nquestioned beliefs, or unquestionable beliefs, or ideally coherent
belIefs, but rather of a hard, unyielding, rigid hre-en-soi which stands
aloof, sublimely indifferent to the attentions we lavish upon it. The
true realistic believer will view idealisms and pragmatisms with the
same suspicion with which the true believer in the God of our Fathers
will view, for example, Tillich's talk of an "object of ultimate con­
cern."ll

Now, to put my cards on the table, I think that the realistic true
believer's notion of the world is an obsession rather than an intuition.
I also think that Dewey wasii~ht in thinking that the only intuition
we have of the world as determIning truth is just the intuition that we
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must make our new beliefs conform to a vast body of platitudes, un­
questioned perceptual reports, and the like. So I am happy to inter­
pret the upshot of the Davidson-Stroud argument in a Deweyan way.

But I have no arguments against the true believer's description of
our so-called "intuitions." All that can be done with the claim that
"only the world determines truth" is to point out the equivocation
in the realists' own use of 'world'. In the sense in which "the world"
is just whatever that vast majority of our beliefs not currently in
question are currently thought to be about, there is of course no •
argument. 12 If one accepts the Davidson-Stroud position, then "the
world" will just be the stars, the people, the tables, and the grass-
all those things which nobody except the occasional "scientific
realist" philosopher thinks might not exist. The fact that the vast
majority of our beliefs must be true will, on this view, guarantee the
existence of the vast majority of the things we now think we are talk­
ing about. So in one sense of 'world' -the sense in which (except for
a few fringe cases like gods, neutrinos, and natural rights) we now
know perfectly well what the world is like and could not possibly be
wrong about it-there is no argument about the point that it is the
world that determines truth. All that "determination" comes to is
that our belief that snow is white is true because snow is white, that
our beliefs about the stars are true because of the way the stars are
laid out, and so on.

But this trivial sense in which "truth" is "correspondence to real­
ity" and "depends upon a reality independent of our knowledge" is,
of course, not enough for the realist. 13 What he wants is precisely
what the Davidson-Stroud argument prevents him from having-the
notion of a world so "independent of our knowledge" that it might,
for all we know, prove to contain none of the things we have always
thought we were talking about. He wants to go from, say, "we might
be wrong about what the stars are" to "none of the things we talk
about might be anything like what we think they are." Given this
projection from, as Kant would say, the "conditioned" to the "un­
conditioned," it is no wonder that antinomies are easily generated.

The notion of "the world" as used in a phrase like 'different con­
ceptual schemes carve up the world differently' must be the notion
of something completely unspecified and unspecifiable-the thing-in­
itself, in fact. As soon as we start thinking of "the world" as atoms
and the void, or sense data and awareness of them, or "stimuli" of
a certain sort brought to bear upon organs of a certain sort, we have
changed the name of the game. For we are now well within some par-

.. ticular theory about how the world is. But for purposes of developing
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a controversial and nontrivial doctrine of truth as correspondence,
only an utterly vague characterization in some such terms as 'cause
of the impacts upon our receptivity and goal of our faculty of spon­
taneity' will do. "Truth" in the. sense of "truth taken apart from any
theory" and "world" taken as "what determines such truth" are no­
tions that were (like the terms 'subject' and 'object', 'given' and 'con­
sciousness') made for each other. Neither can survive apart from the
other.

To sum up this point, I want to claim that "the world" is either
the purely vacuous notion of the ineffable cause of sense and goal
of intellect, or else a name for the objects that inquiry at the moment
is leaving alone: those planks in the boat which are at the moment
not being moved about. It seems to me that epistemology since Kant
has shuttled back and forth between these two meanings of the term
'world', just as moral philosophy since Plato has shuttled back and
forth between 'the Good' as a name for an ineffable touchstone of
inquiry which might lead to the rejection of all our present moral
views, and as a name for the ideally coherent synthesis of as many
of those views as possible. This equivocation seems to me essential i

to the position of those philosophers who see "realism" or "the cor­
respondence theory of truth" as controversial or exciting theses.

To remove altogether the "realistic" temptation to use the word
'world' in the former vacuous sense, we should need to eschew once
and for all a whole galaxy of philosophical notions that have encour­
aged this u~e-in particular, the Kantian distinctions I discussed at
the outset. For suppose we have a simple theory of the eye of the
mind either getting, or failing to get, a clear view of the natures' of
kinds of things-the sort of theory we get, say, in parts of Aristotle's
Posterior Analytics. Then the notion of alternative sets of concepts
will make no clear sense. Nous cannot err. It is only when we have
some form of the notion that the mind is split between "simple ideas"
or "passively received intuitions" on the one hand and a range of
complex ideas (some signifying real, and some only nominal, essences)
on 'the other, that either the coherence theory of truth or the stan­
dard objections to it can begin to look plausible. Only then is the
notion plausible that inquiry consists in getting our "representations"
into shape, rather than simply describing the world. If we no longer
have a view about knowledge as the result of manipulating Vorstel­
lungen, then I think we can return to the simple Aristotelian notion
of truth as correspondence with reality with a clear conscience-for
it will now appear as the uncontroversial triviality that it is.

To develop this claim about the way in which Kantian epistemology
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is linked with the notion of a nontrivial correspondence theory of
truth and thus with the "realist's" notion of "the world" would re­
quire another paper, and I shall not try to press it further. Instead I
should like to conclude by recalling some of the historical allusions I
have made along the way, in order (as Sellars says) to place my con­
clusions in philosophical space. I said at the outset that the notion of
"conceptual framework" and, thus, that of "alternative conceptual
framework" depend upon presupposing some standard Kantian
distinctions. These distinctions have been the common target of
Wittgenstein, Quine, Dewey, and Sellars. I can now express the same
point by saying that the notion of "the world" that is correlative
with the notion of "conceptual framework" is simply the Kantian
notion of a thing-in-itself, and that Dewey's dissolution of the Kantian
distinctions between receptivity and spontaneity and between neces­
sity and contingency thus leads naturally to the dissolution of the
true realistic believer's notion of "the world." If you start out with
Kant's epistemology, in short, you will wind up with Kant's transcen­
dental metaphysics. Hegel, as I suggested earlier, kept the epistemol­
ogy, but tried to drop the thing-in-itself, thus making himself, and
idealism generally, a patsy for realistic reaction. But Hegel's historical
sense-the sense that nothing, including an a priori concept, is im­
mune from cultural development-provided the key to Dewey's at­
tack on the epistemology that Hegel shared with Kant. This attack
was blunted by Dewey's use of the term 'experience' as an incantatory
device for blurring every possible distinction, and so it was not until
more sharply focused criticisms were formulated by Wittgenstein,
Quine, and Sellars that the force of Dewey's point about "funded
experience" as the "cash-value" of the notion of "the world" could
be seen. But now that these criticisms have taken hold, the time may
have come to try to recapture Dewey's "naturalized" version of
Hegelian historicism. In this historicist vision, the arts, the sciences,
the sense of right and wrong, and the institutions of society are not
attempts to embody or formulate truth or goodness or beauty. They
are attempts to solve problems-to modify our beliefs and desires
and activities in ways that will bring us greater happiness than we
have now. I want to suggest that this shift in perspective is the natural
consequence of dropping the receptivity/spontaneity and intuition/
concept distinctions, and more gen~rally of dropping the notion of
"representation" and the view of man that Dewey has called "the
spectator theory" and Heidegger, the "identification of physis and
idea." Because the idealists kept this general picture and occupied
themselves with redefining the "object of knowledge," they gave

the idealism and the "coherence theory" a bad name-and realism and
the "correspondence thfeory" a good one. But if we can come to see
both the ~oherence and correspondence theories as noncompeting
trivialities, then we may finally move beyond realism and idealism.
We may reach a point at which, in Wittgenstein's words, we are capa­
ble of stopping doing philosophy when we want to.
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Keeping Philosophy Pure:

An Essay on Wittgenstein

E."e~ s~nce philosophy ~ecame a self-conscious and professionalized

dls~I~hne, aro~nd the time of Kant, philosophers have enjoyed ex­

~lalm~,g how dlffere~t their subject is from such merely "first-inten­

tlO?-al. matters as .sclence, art, and religion. Philosophers are forever

clalmmg t~ have dIscovered methods which are presuppositionless, or

perfectly .ngorous, or tra~scendental, or at any rate purer than those

of non~hl1o.sophers. (Or, mdeed, of any philosophers save themselves

~nd theI! fnends and disciples.) Philosophers who betray this gnostic

Ideal (Klerkegaard and Dewey, for example) are often discovered not

to have been "real philosophers."

Ludwig Wittgenstein began by thinking that he had made philos­

ophy so pure that its problems had only to be stated to be solved or

dIssolved, and so .h.e thought .that philosophy had been brought to an

end. The proposItIOns of hIS Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus were

suppo.sed to be as remote from the world and its works as those of

lOgIC Itself-p~oposition.s which showed what could not be said. Mere

fact ~an be saId, but philoso~hy,Wittgenstein thought, is a matter of

ShOWI~g the ~orm o~ all p.ossible facts. Once showing took the place

of saymg, p~IlosophI~al dIsputes, and so philosophy itself, would be

over. Yet .Wltt~enstem came in the end to mock his own creation,

and especIally ItS pretense of purity. But while mocking the Trac­

tatus's attempt to "S?OW" the form of all possible facts by showing

th~ form of ~ll possIble languages, he still wished to "show" some­

thm~ else whIch. could not be said: the source of philosophy itself,

the meffable shIft of focus which can make the jejune textbook
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"problems of philosophy" genuine and compelling. The Tractatus
had said: there can be no genuine discursive discipline which deals
with those matters called "the problems of philosophy" for here are
the limits of language, and thus of discursive inquiry. 'The Philosophi­
cal Investigations said: there can be as much of a discipline as you
care to develop, but do you really wish to do so? Supplanting the
hermetic but still indicative sentences of the Tractatus by the rhetori­
cal questions of the Investigations was a move away from precision,
away from argument, away from the Kantian attempt to "place phi­
losophy on the secure path of science" by abjuring the empirical. But
in another way it was still Kantian. If, with Richard Kroner, one sees
the whole sweep of Kant's work in the light of his project of "deny­
ing reason to make room for faith," and if ~?e .thinks of Kant th~
pietist rather than Kant the professor, of the pnmacy of the practI­
cal" rather than of the "transcendental standpoint," then one can
see both Kant and Wittgenstein as yearning for that purity of heart
which replaces the need to explain, justify, and expound. This purity
is possible only for the twice-born-for those who once abandoned
themselves to the satisfaction of this need, but who are now redeemed.

Academic philosophy in our day stands to Wittgenstein as intel­
lectual life in Germany in the first decades of the last century stood
to Kant. Kant had changed everything, but no one was sure just what
Kant had said - no one was sure what in Kant to take seriously and
what to put aside. To think seriously, in Ger~any in those days, ~as
either to pick and choose from Kant or to fmd some way of turnmg
one's back on him altogether. Philosophers are in an analogous situa­
tion now, twenty years after the publication of the Investigations.
One must either reject Wittgenstein's characterization of what phil~­
sophy has been or find something new for philo.s~phy to b~. In. thIS
situation, philosophers are torn between the tradmonal KantIan Ideal
of purity-Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft-and ~he so.rt of po~t­
professional, redemptive, private purity of heart whIch Wlttgenstem
seemed to suggest might be possible. They are torn. between .th~ ne.ed
to profess a pure subject, to rejoice in the possessIOn of a dlstmctlve
Fach and the need to come to terms with Wittgenstein's account of
the ~ature of their discipline. (I use Fach, instead of "subject" or
"area," because the word happens to have been given an elegant and
precise contextual definition by William James, in his desc~iption of
Wilhelm Wundt: "He isn't a genius, he is a professor-a bemg whose
duty is to know everything and have his own opinion a?out e".ery­
thing connected with his Fach . . . He says of each. possIble subject,
'Here I must have an opinion. Let's see! What shall It be? How many
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possible opinions are there? three? four? Yes! Just four! Shall I take
one of these? It will seem more original to take a higher position, a
sort of Vermittelungsansicht between them all. That I will do, etc.,
etc." 1 )

In this situation, a split has come about between, as David Pears
puts it, "systematic linguistic philosophy" on the one hand and
"Wittgensteinian philosophy" on the other.2 The former, which in­
cludes such growing points in contemporary philosophy as the work
?f Doriald Davidson, Richard Montague, and Gilbert Harman, contrasts
m ?oth form and provenance with the work of such "Wittgensteinian"
wnters as T. S. Kuhn and Stanley CavelP For the first sort of philos­
opher,. the str!lcture of our language, our ability to learn it, and its
tIes WIth the world form a set of problems which are traditionally
"philosophical" (dating, perhaps, from Parmenides), but which never­
thele~s lend themse~ves to discursive argument and possibly to precise
solutIOn. These phIlosophers take part of their inspiration from the
early Wittgenstein-the author of the Tractatus. They see logic as the
k~y to philosophy as a quasi-scientific discipline, a discipline which
mIght solve real problems about language at the same time as it avoids
the pseudo-problematic created by the Cartesian distinctions between
subject and object, mind and matter. Insofar as such philosophers
p~t. forward a view of Wittgenstein, they tend to view him as rightly
cntlcal of the Cartesian tradition, but as having little to say (in the
Investigations, at any rate) which is relevant to philosophy of lan­
guage-a subject they see as now coextensive with metaphysics, and
perhaps with philosophy itself. Philosophers who think of them­
selves as explaining where Wittgenstein has left us, on the other hand,
tend to see the destruction of the Cartesian problematic not simply
as the debunking of a few pseudo-problems, but as transforming phi­
losophy, and perhaps thought and life itself. For these writers, the
destruction of the frame of reference common to Descartes and Kant
is much more than the occasion for dismissing a few textbook conun­
drums. It is something to be thought through over generations, as
deeply and fully as men thought out the destruction of the Christian
frame of reference common to Augustine and Newman. The split
which occurred in the Enlightenment between writers who shrugged
off religion and went on to serious matters, and those to whom re­
ligion ~as so important that religious skepticism had to be pressed
un~easmgly and uncompromisingly, is presently paralleled among
phl1o~ophers reacting to Wittgenstein's skepticism about the post­
RenaIssance philosophical tradition.

It is obvious that "systematic linguistic philosophy" runs the risk
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of scholasticism and insignificance, and that "Wittgensteinian" phi­
losophy runs the risk of vapid imitation of an aphoristic writer of
genius. I shall not, however, be discussing these dangers, nor any of
the post-Wittgensteinian movements in philosophy. I have described
the split simply in order to provide a background against which to
discuss the problem which engendered it: does it make sense to
speak of a new philosophical view as bringing an end to philosophy?
In particular, does it make sense to say that philosophy as a subject
is somehow overcome, or outmoded, or ready to wither away, as the
result of some discovery which Wittgenstein made about something
called "linguistic facts"? Can one wriggle out of the dilemma that
Wittgenstein either proposed one more dubious philosophical theory,
or else was not "doing philosophy" at all?

Pears, in his book on Wittgenstein, struggles with these questions,
and works out an account of what he calls Wittgenstein's "anthropo­
centrism" which is, I think, the most fully thought out and most
perceptive treatment of the method and aim of the Investigations
which has appeared. Still, I think that Pears takes the wrong tack,
and that he does so because he interprets Wittgenstein within the
framework of a set of distinctions ("linguistic facts" versus other
facts, convention versus nature, conditional versus unconditional
necessity, philosophy versus science, sense versus nonsense, "factual
knowledge" versus other realms of discourse) which themselves are
left over from the Tractatus and which cannot be used without per­
petuating the notion of philosophy as a distinct Facb. One cannot
have a Facb, after all, if one has no distinctions to use in setting it
off from those alongside, or below, it. But if one accepts these dis­
tinctions, then one will face the question Pears poses: how on earth
is one to tell whether Wittgenstein was right in being anthropocen­
tric? What touchstone of philosophical truth will decide between
Wittgenstein's anthropocentrism and "realism" or "objectivism"? If
one accepts the various Tractarian distinctions Pears uses, these will
be questions which it is part of the philosopher's Facb to answer. If
one rejects them, it is hard to see that Wittgenstein has anything that
could be called a philosophical view. For what would such a view be
about?

Pears is well aware of this dilemma. He summarizes Wittgenstein's
"extreme anthropocentrism" by saying that

It is Wittgenstein's later doctrine that outside human thought and speech
there are no independent, objective points of support, and meaning and
necessity are preserved only in the linguistic processes which embody
them. They are safe only because the practices gain a certain stability from
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the rules. But even the rules do not provide a fixed point of reference,
because they always allow divergent interpretations. What really gives
the practices their stability is that we agree in our interpretations of the
rules. We could say that this is fortunate, except that this would be like
saying that it is fortunate that life on earth tolerates the earth's natural
atmosphere. What we ought to say is that there is as much stability as
there is.4

Two pages later, Pears introduces this caveat:

It is difficult to describe the move to anthropocentrism in an accurate and
neutral way. Any description of it has to mention the point of departure,
which was objectivism, and so there will be the suggestion that things are
less secure than we had supposed. This suggestion must be canceled, if
Wittgenstein's position is to be understood. He is not rejecting objectivism
and offering a rival theory. The very use of the word "anthropocentrism"
is likely to give the wrong impression, not because it is an inaccurate label,
and some other word would be better, but because it instantly places
Wittgenstein's view in the arena with its apparent rival, and so it is taken
for granted that there will be a philosophical conflict according to the old
rules. It is, therefore, essential to remember how different Wittgenstein's
intention was. He believed that the correct method was to fix the limit of
language by oscillation between two points. In this case the outer point
was the kind of objectivism which tries to offer an independent support
for our linguistic practises, and the inner point is a description of the lin­
guistic practises themselves, a description which would be completely flat,
if it were not given against the background of that kind of objectivism. His
idea is that the outer point is an illusion, and that the inner point is the
whole truth, which must, however, be apprehended through its contrast
with the outer point. It is quite correct to apply the word "anthropocen­
trism" to the inner point, provided that there is no implication that it is
an alternative to objectivism. Wittgenstein's idea is that objectivism, in its
only tenable form, collapses into anthropocentrism. It would, therefore,
be better to say that there is only one possible theory here, the theory
that there is nothing but the facts about the relevant linguistic practises
[italics added].s

Here Pears ties himself up in paradoxes. Some of these are the same
paradoxes elabor~ted by ~ittgenstein himself (who cheerfully tosses
out half-a-dozen IncompatIble metaphilosophical views in the course
of the Investigations). In Pears's treatment, however, they are less
easy to laugh off, ?ecause more baldly and resolutely stated. Three
such paradoxes are Illustrated by the three sentences I have italicized.
The notion of "fixing the limits of language," a relic of the Tractatus,
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is still as susceptible as ever to the standard rejoinder used against
logical positivism: "when,you say ~hat somethi~g is b~yond t.he lim­
its of language, you don t mean hterally that it can t be said, yo~
must mean that it doesn't make sense. But you must understand It
well enough to see that it 'doesn't make sense,' and it must have had
sense if you understood it that well.': The "objectivis~'s" notion th~t
our language shapes itself around umversals, or meamngs, or neceSSI­
ties "out there" -the claim that there is something, not ourselves,
which makes for rigor-is as intelligible (and as dubious) as the no­
tion that the moral law expr:esses the will of God. No positivistic
critique of religion has ever justified calling statements which have
been the subject of intelligent discussion over centuries "nonsense."
Nothing in the Investigations gives this term any greater force or
reach.

A second paradox is offered in the second sentence I italicized, for
if there is no "alternative to objectivism" contained in the definition
of "anthropocentrism," then there is no force left in the term at all.
If "nature" is an illusion, so is "convention" and so is "man." Con­
trastive terms of this sort stand or fall together. To have a view about
where necessity comes from is to have a view which all?~s "a ~hi­
losophical conflict according to t?e old r~les." For thIS ~s a ~lew
about necessity in the sense in which an Ana~ or a.panthelst mIght
have a view about God (as opposed to the way m whIch the man who
thinks religion too childish to be discussed seriously has a view about
Go~. .

The third paradox is really the same as the second. Pears IS fond of
the formulation that "there is nothing but the facts about the relevant
linguistic practises" and the claim that "the only possible theory. is
the theory that there are only the linguistic facts." But, once agam,
either "language" contrasts with "the world" (and "linguistic fact"
with "nonlinguistic fact") ~r the ter~ has no force. If th,~r.e ar~ o.nlr,
linguistic facts, then we are Just renammg all the old facts hngUlstlc.
Pears is clearly tom between using the sort of resolute tautology he
has used earlier ("There is as much stability as there is")-.-simply
saying that "The only possible theory is that there are only. the ~a~ts"
-and making the thesis nontrivial by including the term "hngUlStlc."
But even apart from the paradox created by t?e lack of ~ontrastbe­
tween "language" and something else, there .is parad~~ m any. s~n­
tence that begins "The only possible theory IS . . ., fo.r ~heones
are things that come two (or many) at a time: When there IS Just one
theory about the gods or the seasons, there IS no theory-there are
just the well-known facts about the gods or the seasons. Theory
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starts, as Dewey remarked, when somebody has doubts about what
everyone has always believed, and suggests that there is another way
of looking at the matter. The possibility of alternative theories ends
only when interest in the subject has lapsed so far that no one cares
what anyone else might say about it.

One important reason why anyone who tries to describe the upshot
of the Investigations will become involved in such paradoxes comes
from the notion that Wittgenstein (with the help of Gottlob Frege,
Bertrand Russell, Rudolf Carnap, et al.) made philosophy linguistic
-that he helped us see "the importance of language." It would be
nice to th\nk that philosophy has been making progress lately, and
the handiest way of describing the difference between what up-to­
date English-speaking philosophers do and what their ancestors did
(and backward contemporaries still do) has been to talk about the
"Linguistic Turn" and the "New Way of Words." But no one has
been able to explain what it is that can be said in terms of words but
cannot be as well said in terms of things, or how Carnap's "formal
mode" carries more philosophical punch than his "material mode."
When one believed, as Wittgenstein did in the Tractatus, that there was
something called "the form of any possible language," then one might
attempt to derive ontology from logic. But even then, Wittgenstein
would have been hard put to it to say what the difference was be­
tween his familiar slogan "The limits of my language are the limits of
my world" and its converse "The limits of my world are the limits of
my language." Once the whole notion of "ontology" is abandoned,
as it is in the Investigations, the paradox created by the lack of con­
trastive force in the notion of "language" is redoubled. Attempts to
supply some force have resulted in an immense amount of talk about
the need to distinguish "conceptual" (or "grammatical" or "seman­
tic") from "empirical" questions. It has even been claimed, and is
sometimes suggested by Pears, that part of the contribution of the
Investigations is to show that certain suggestions made by traditional
philosophers (e.g., Hume's suggestion that two people might have
numerically the same sensation) confuse possibilities left open by
"our language" and possibilities closed off by "our language."6 In­
deed, Pears holds that in the Investigations

[he) maintained that the right method in philosophy is to collect facts about
language, bu t not because of their own intrinsic interest, nor in order to
construct some scientific theory about them, such as a theory about the
common grammatical structure of all languages. The facts are to be col­
lected because they point beyond themselves. They point back in the direc­
tion from which critical philosophy has traveled in the last two centuries. 7
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I shall argue in a moment that any criticism of the tradition which
can be done by collecting facts about language could be done as well
by collecting facts about things, and that anyway there is no clear way
of distinguishing the two activities. But I want to prepare the way for
this argument by a remark about the split in post-Wittgensteinian
philosophy I mentioned earlier. This split is encouraged if one thinks
of Wittgenstein as "collecting facts abo~t language." For it is na~ur~l
to ask: If this is the right method of phIlosophy, why not practice it
scientifically? Why not replace Wittgenstein's flair for apposite analo­
gies (or J. L. Austin's ear for cute distin~tions) with, for example, a
computer program which would accept slices of everyday banality as
input and produce statements about the meanings of words as ou~­

put? This urge to put philosophy back on the secure path of a SCi­
ence has ramified into a whole series of programs in recent philoso­
phy of language, few of which any longe~ have much.connect~on with
Wittgenstein's own interests. Pears wornes. about this, and ?is w.0rry
takes the form of wondering "whether philosophy can aVOid bemg a
science" and whether it should. Pears sympathizes with Wittgenstein's
"resistance to science," but he is not sure that he has any right to.
On the one hand, it is difficult to have a Fach if you do not have a
science-artists, for example, have no Fach, but merely skills, or per­
haps genius. On the other hand, philosophy has a~~ays p~ided itself
on being deeper, or higher, or purer, than empmcal SCience: and
what sort of science could there be of "facts about language" if not
an empirical one? So Wittgenstein's discovery of "the right m~thod
in philosophy" seems to lead either to linguistics getting above its~l~,
or to a claim that we can discover "facts about language" nonempm­
cally. Either philosophy "will be absorbed into the science ~f ~in­
guistics"8 or it will be a sort of art. But "if philosophy really is hke
art, the impression made by a linguistic example would be some­
thing which could not be caught in any general formula."9 Can one
call something which has no such formula "philosophy"?

This art-vs.-science distinction is central to Pears's treatment of
Wittgenstein, and it connects up with the dissolution of the Tracta~us
program of finding "unconditional necessities" ~the program ~hich
Wittgenstein once shared with Plato, Descartes, and Hegel. For if one
has to depend upon "conditional necessities which depend on con­
tingent facts about language"lO then one is in the s~here of th~
mutable, the practical, the unpredictable-just where, m fact, phi­
losophy has always made it a point not to be. If such remarks as "~o
person can have numerically the same sensation as another" gets itS
"necessity" from the way in which people talk, why should not
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philosophers who dislike that way of talking suggest changes, and
why may they not have a point? The specter of philosophy as merely
"linguistic recommendation" enters, only to be pushed aside by the
still more terrifying specter of "philosophy as a matter of taste." (For
who cares whether other people accept my recommendations, if I,
for myself, have found a new and better way of speaking?) It begins
to seem as if anthropocentrism about necessity (the claim that all ne­
cessity rests on the contingencies of social practice) must necessarily
be the death of philosophy as we have known it. Either Wittgenstein
is showing how empirical means can be used to discover "the limits
of language" (in which case philosophical error will be, of all things,
a failure to gather enough facts) or he is somehow playing on our
mixed feelings about the philosophical tradition (now in the manner
of a satirist, now in that of a parlor psychoanalyst).

Notice that all these dilemmas turn on the notion of "necessity."
Pears does not question that there is something out there to be found
-the limits of language-which, once found, will tell us where
Descartes, Hume, Kant, etc., went wrong. Nor does he question that
finding a limit to language is finding something "necessary." The
point about the so-called "linguistic turn" in recent philosophy is
supposed to be that whereas once we thought, with Aristotle, that

-necessity came from things, and later thought with Kant that it came
.from the structure of our minds, we now know that it comes from
language. And since philosophy must seek the necessary, philosophy
must become linguistic. All this Pears is reasonably happy with - his
only problem is whether language (as one more social practice) is
strong enough to stand the strain. If language is not constrained by
things, or the transcendental ego, or something, then when one finds
its limits is one really finding anything that counts as necessary? And
if one isn't, is one doing philosophy?

So, it would seem, we are in the following position. If we got rid
of the concept of necessity we might see our way out of the dilem­
mas. But to drop this concept would seem to be to drop the concept
of philosophy itself. If we stop thinking of Wittgenstein as the anthro­
pocentric theorist who said that necessity comes from man, and start
thinking of him as the satirist who suggested that we get along with­
out the concept of necessity, then we might have fewer dilemmas
about what sort of a discipline philosophy was, but only at the cost
of being dubious about its very existence.

There are two questions here. First, can Wittgenstein actually be
interpreted as talking against "necessity" rather than about it? Sec­
ond, would it be a good idea to stop using this notion? The answer to
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the first question is, I think, "Yes, about half .the time. ". ~i~tgenstein
can be interpreted either way; texts can be cited as defmItIve refuta­
tions of either sort of exegesis. But it is only the second question
which I want to discuss, and here I think the answer is simply "yes."
I want to argue that the later Wittgenstein belongs with Dewey as
much as the earlier Wittgenstein belongs with Kant-that Dewey's
debunking of traditional notions of philosophy, and hi~ attempt to
break down the distinctions between art and SCIence, phIlosophy and
science, art and religion, morality and science, are a natural outcome
of Wittgenstein's critique of the Cartesian tradition. On Dewey's view,
"philosophy" .as what is common ~o. Plato, K~n~, and the Tractatus
is indeed a distinctive cultural tradmon - but It IS not a Fach (though
it~ study is). Philosophy in a broader sense-roughly, the sort of writ­
ing which generalizes so sweepingly that one has no other compart­
ment for it-is something else, but it is not a Fach either. No Fach,
no metaphilosophical problems about its subject and method-so no
dilemmas of the sort I have been running through. To stop using the
concept of necessity would be to cease to try to keep philoso~hy

pure, but that attempt, I think, has cost us too much waste motIOn
already.

At bottom, the argument about whether the notion of "necessity"
is of any use is an argument between the sort of holism which P~ars

says is characteristic of the Investig~tions a~d the sort of ~tomism

characteristic of the Tractatus. HolIsm, as m Duhem, Qume, and
Kuhn focuses on the fact that there is an indefinitely large variety
of w;ys in which one can readjust what one has been in the ~abit of
saying to conform to a surprising scientific d.iscove~y (or. a philosop~­

ical perplexity, or a religious experience). GIven thIS v~nety.' one. ~Ill
have doubts (of the sort which have become especIally IdentIfIed
with Quine) about how to tell which of one's changes in conversation
express changes "in belief" and which are change.s "in th~ meaning
one assigns to certain terms." Ad hoc and for a gIven a~dIence, oQe
may wish to say "I still mean by 'X' what I al~ays dId, but I ~o
longer think that all X's are Y's," or instead say I. now have a dI~~
ferent concept of 'X' - I no longer mean the same thmg by the ~ord.

But which one says is a rhetorical matter, not a mark of the lme be­
tween "factual knowledge" on the one hand and "philosophy" on
the other. Thus holism brings (as it did to Dewey and Hegel) doubts
about necessity-vs.-contingency, about language-vs.-fact, and about
philosophy-vs.-science. , .

Pears thinks of the later Wittgenstein as "anthropocentnst" be­
cause Pears himself retains notions which make sense in the light of
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the atomistic program of the Tractatus but which no longer seem of
interest when one adopts the holistic outlook of the Investigations.
But he does no more than Wittgenstein himself had done. In the
Investigations, Tractarian notions keep turning up in contexts where
Wittgenstein himself seems puzzled about whether to cherish or to
make fun of them. My hunch, for which I do not know how to argue,
is that both Pears and Wittgenstein hang on to Tractarian distinctions

'which the Investigations transcends because both of them cherish the
purity of philosophy. Both would like "philosophy" to be the name

'of something distinctive and extraordinary-not a Fach, perhaps,
but, in Pears's words, "something outside ordinary life and ideas."
Neither would relish philosophy's becoming what Dewey thought it
~was: critical thought at a level of generality which differs only in
degree from all the rest of inquiry. It is not that they worry about
the nature of philosophy because there are difficulties with the no­
tions of "necessity" and of "linguistic fact," but that they worry
about the latter notions because there are difficulties in the notion of
"philosophy."

Even if one accepts this last point, however, the notion that
Wittgenstein might somehow have brought philosophy to an end will
remain just as perplexing. Even if I am right in saying that Wittgenstein
leads himself and Pears into needless puzzles by the suggestion that
philosophy can be brought to an end by a recognition of the anthro­
pocentric character of necessity, what would "an end" mean? Sup­
pose that the "necessity" of a philosophically interesting categorical
proposition is, as I have been arguing, just a rhetorical compliment to
the so-called "distinctively philosophical" character of the proposi­
tion. Is there then nothing that makes a proposition, or an issue, dis­
tinctively (or "purely") philosophical? If not, what is it that might
be brought to an end? So far, all I have been trying to show is that
we can avoid the self-contradictory claim that philosophy has been
brought to an end by a new philosophical theory about a distinctively
philosophical topic (e.g., necessity). But the more general paradox
remains. Philosophy resembles space and time: it is hard to imagine
what an "end" to any of the three would look like.

To discuss this larger paradox, I need to distinguish three sorts of
things to which the term "philosophy" is applied: (l) discussion of
(in Wilfrid Sellars's phrase) "how things, in the largest sense of the
term, hang together, in the largest sense of the term"; (2) a collection
of the principal topics discussed by most of the "great philosophers"
-subject and object, mind and matter, utilitarian and deontological
ethics, free will and determinism, language and thought, God and the
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world, universals and particulars, meaning and reference, etc., etc.;
(3) an academic subject-that is, whatever batch of issues the people
who teach in one's favorite philosophy departments are talking about
at the moment.

Different things have to be said about the purity of philosophy,
and about the possibility of ending philosophy, for each of these
three senses. In the first sense, philosophy is obviously not a distinct
Fach, and nobody would ever claim "purity" for it. Nor would any­
body think it could or should be ended. But in this sense "philoso­
pher" is almost synonymous with "intellectual." Philosophy as syn­
optic vision is obviously not the province of a single academic disci­
pline. If one lists all the various people who usually count as "phi­
losophers" (e.g., those whose names might turn up on examinations for
the Ph.D. in philosophy), a random sample might include Heraclitus,
Abelard, Spinoza, Marx, Kierkegaard, Frege, Godel, Dewey, and
Austin. Nobody would claim that there was a common subject, the
study of which set these men apart from (say) Euripides, the pseudo­
Dionysius, Montaigne, Newton, Samuel Johnson, Leopold von Ranke,
Stendhal, Thomas Huxley, Edmund Wilson, and Yeats. The topics
and authors which fall under the care of philosophy departments
form a largely accidental, and quite temporary, hodgepodge-deter­
mined mostly by the accidents of power struggles within universities
and by current fashions. (Compare a contemporary Ph.D. exam in
philosophy with one given in 1900, and imagine what one might be
like in 2050.) This is not a matter for regret; curricular arrangements
are not that important. But it helps to bear in mind that having large
views about things in general does not entail that one will be studied
by teachers of philosophy, nor does being so studied entail that one
has such views.

Skipping for a moment over the second sense-philosophy as "the
traditional problems" -notice that in the third sense also there is no
problem about the purity of philosophy. The ,issues being discussed
at any given moment by any given philosophy department or philo­
sophical school have that routine sort of purity which any technical
subject has. They will automatically be "purely philosophical" issues
simply because there will be a body of literature which provides the
contextual definition of what these issues are, and which only profes­
sors of philosophy have read. This sort of purity is the sort which
any topic develops after a lot of people have worked on it for a while
-they will be the only people who know what is relevant, and they
will justifiably resent intrusions from nonspecialists who know the
name of the issue but not its substance. This purity is not distinctively
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"philosophical" - it is possessed also by the study of fluorides and
the study of Chaucer's prosody. Nor is there a problem about bring­
ing philosophy in this sense to an end. A technical problem-no mat­
ter how scholastic or silly it may appear to outsiders- has a natural
life-span of its own, and nothing can kill it off save its successful
resolution or an agreement among those who were once attracted by
it that it was indeed a dead end.

So to see what is meant by the possibility of an end to philosophy,
and to appreciate the poignancy of the need for philosophical purity,
we have to turn away from both philosophy-as-vision and philoso­
phy-as-academic-specialty. One has to think of philosophy as a name
for the study of certain definite and permanent problems-deep-Iying
problems which any attempt at vision must confront: problems which
professors of philosophy have a moral obligation to continue work­
,lOg on, whatever their current preoccupations. The Nature of Being,
the Nature of Man, the Relation of Subject and Object, Language
and Thought, Necessary Truth, the Freedom of the Will-this is the
sort of thing which philosophers are supposed to have views about but
which novelists and critics, historians and scientists, may be excused
from discussing. It is such textbook problems which Wittgensteinians
think the Investigations may let us dismiss. Among these problems it
is espe,::ially those created by Cartesian dualism which they have in
mind: the problems created by thinking of man as somehow categori­
cally distinct from the rest of nature, of knowing as a process unlike
anything else, of the mind as something which is aware only of rep­
resentations of the world (and thus perhaps "cut off" from the world),
of volition as a mental act which mysteriously has physical effects, of
language and thought as systems of representations which have some­
how to "correspond" to the world. As to the study of these prob-
lems, it is true that, as Pears says, "Philosophy, unlike religion, is not
a part of ordinary life, but a kind of excursion from it." If one grants
that these problems are indeed based on "confusions," then Pears is
right in saying that "human thought has a natural and almost irresis­
tible temptation to make these confusions, and we feel that there
really are hidden depths in the direction indicated by them" (though
perhaps "human thought" should read "human thought since 1600").

Now to say that these typically Cartesian problems are "purely
philosophical" has a fairly definite meaning: it is just to say that no­
thing that the sciences (or the arts, for that matter) do is going to be
of any help in solving them. No facts about evolution or the DNA
molecule, or the brain as computer, or child development, or primi­
tive tribes, or quantum physics, will be of any use-because the
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problems are constructed in such a way as to remain equally prob­
lematic no matter how many details are added. Work by philosophers
on the Cartesian problems has spun off plenty of new disciplines
(formal logic, psychology, the history of ideas) but the problems stand
as they stood - any respect in which they seem to have changed is
easily dismissed as a confusion of "purely philosophical" problems
with some "merely factual" question. In every generation, brilliant
and feckless philosophical naifs (Herbert Spencer, Thomas Huxley,
Aldous Huxley, Jean Piaget, B. F. Skinner, Noam Chomsky) turn from
their own specialties to expose the barrenness of academic philosophy
and to explain how some or all of the old philosophical problems will
yield to insights gained outside of philosophy - only to have the philos­
ophy professors wearily explain that nothing has changed at all. Philos­
ophy in the second sense-the solution of the traditional problems­
must necessarily be thought of as having a pure, distinctively philo­
sophical, method. Questions as distinct from "fact" as these must be
approached by a method whose purity is adequate to the "hidden
depths" from which these problems spring, just as the priests of Apollo
purified themselves at Castalia before descending into the crypt.

So to say that the Investigations might bring philosophy to an end
can only mean that this book might somehow rid us of "the picture
which held us captive" -the picture of man which generates the
traditional problems. To say that philosophy might end is not to say
that holding large views might become unfashionable, or that philos­
ophy departments might be plowed under, but rather to say that a
certain cultural tradition might die out. If this change occurred, one
would no longer think of the standard list of Cartesian problems as a .
Fach: rather, one would think of study of the concern that once was
felt about these problems as a Fach. The best analogy available is the
shift from "theology" to "the study of religion." Once grace, salva­
tion, and the Divine Nature were subjects of study; now the fact that
they were so is a subject of study. Once theology was a pure and
autonomous subject; now religion lies at the mercy of psychology,
history, anthropology, and whatever other discipline cares to jump
in. Once we had a picture of man as held in the hand of God, and a
discipline which discussed alternative ways of describing the fact.
Later (when, as Comte said, the "metaphysical" succeeded the "the­
ological" state) we had a picture of man as mind, or spirit, or source
of the transcendental constitution of objects in the world, or assem­
blage of sense-contents. We had a discipline which discussed these
various alternatives-never questioning that there was something of
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central importance which needed to be said about the relation be­
tween man and nature: some bridge to be built, some dualism to be
transcended, some gap to be closed. If philosophy comes to an end,
it will be because this picture is as remote from us as the picture of
man as a child of God. If that day comes, it will seem as quaint to
treat a man's knowledge as a special relation between his mind and
its object as it now does to treat his goodness as a special relation be­
tween his soul and God.

If one ~hi~ks of the end of philosophy in these terms, it is quite
clear ~hat It IS not the sort of thing which might be brought about by
'exposmg some confusions,or marking the boundaries of areas of dis­
~ourse, or pointing out some "facts about language." Logical positiv­
Ism got a bad name by calling religion and metaphysics "nonsense"
and by seeming to dismiss the Age of Faith as a matter of incautious
use of language. It would give the Investigations an equally bad name
to think of it as saying that Cartesian philosophy is a similar "con­
fusion." Any such term suggests that there is something called "our
language" sitting about waiting for theologians and philosophers (but
not, presumably, scientists or poets) to come along and become con­
fused about it, ignore its complexities, and otherwise misuse it. But
nobody really believes this; our language is the creation of theologians
and philosophers as much as it is anybody's, and when Cartesian phi­
losophers took over from theologians they did not do so because
their use of language was less (or less obviously) confused but because
the kinds of things they were saying captured the audience's atten­
tion. "Our language" is as hopeless an explanation of truth or neces-

.sity as God or the structure of reality, or as any of the wholesale ex­
planations of the acquisition of knowledge which the Cartesian
tradition has offered. It is not, as Pears suggests, that our language
may not stand up to the demands imposed by philosophy because it
offers only "conditional" necessities (as opposed to the "uncondi­
tional" ones purportedly offered by "logic" and by "realistic" phi­
losophies) - but rather that "our language" is just one more name for
the device which is supposed to let us jump the Cartesian gap between
mind and its object.

Even if one grants all this, one still has to explain why the Investi­
gations has the importance it does. If it does not offer a new and
purer and more powerful philosophical method, and if it does not
offer a new account of necessity, where does its impact come from?
I think that part of the answer is that it is the first great work of po­
lemic against the Cartesian tradition which does not take the form of
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saying "philosophers from Descartes ~nward have thought that the
relation between man and the world is so-and-so, but I now show
you that it is such-and-such." Ty~ically, attempts to ~verthrow the
traditional problems of modern philosophy have come m the form of
proposals about how we ought to think so as to avo~d those problems.
When Wittgenstein is at his best, he resolutely aVOids such construc­
tive criticism and sticks to pure satire. He just shows, by examples,
how hopeless the traditional problems are-how they are based on a
terminology which is as if designed exp~essly fo.r the purpose of ma~­
ing solution impossible, how the questiO?S w~llch g~nerate the tradi­
tional problems cannot be posed except.m thiS termmology, how pa­
thetic it is to think that the old' gaps Will be closed by constructmg
new gimmicks. (The gaps have been designed to wide~ automa~ically,

just far enough to make each new device useless.) W~ttgenstem ~oes

not say: cease thinking of man as cut off from the object by.a v~il of
perceptions, and instead think of him as ... (e.g., as c~nstitutmg a
world [Kant, Husserl] , or divided into en-soi and pour-sot rather than
into mind and body [Sartre], or having adopted in-der-Welt-sein as
a basic Existential [Heidegger], or inducing from sense-content~ to
the properties of logical construction~ .of sense~contents [logical
positivism]). He does not say: the tradmon has pictured the world
with gaps in it, but here is how the worl~ looks with the.gaps clos~d.

Instead he just makes fun of the whole idea that there is somethmg
here to be explained.

Can a few volumes of satire overthrow a tradition of three hun­
dred years? Certainly not. Getting rid of t~eology as part of the intel­
lectual life of the West was not the achievement of one book, nor
one man, nor one generation, nor one century. The e.nd of philoso­
phy-as-successor-of-theology, a "pure" subject in w~ich deep pro?~

lems are attacked by appropriately pure methods, will not occur m
our time. No one knows, indeed, whether it will ever occur-whether
what Comte called "the positivistic stage" will eve~ be ~ea~he~. If it
is reached however it will not be as Comte conceived it; it Will not
be an age in which ~verything has become "scientific." Science as the
source of "truth" -a value which outranks the mere goodness of
moral virtue and the mere beauty of art-is one of the Cartesian no­
tions which vanish when the ideal of "philosophy as strict science"
vanishes. If the Cartesian picture of man should ever dissol,ve, the no­
tion that one has said something interesting about morahty and re­
ligion when one has said that their claims ~re "unv~rifi~ble" wo\.tld
go with it. So would the contrast which ~~ttgenste.m h~~self drew,
even in his later work, between propositiOns which purport to

, ,
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represen~ factual. possibilities" and those "whose meaning is gathered
~rom th~ir place i~ human life." Wittgenstein's "resistance to science"
IS, I beheve, best mterpreted as a resistance to the entire cultural tra­
d~t~on which made truth-the successful crossing of the void which
dIvIde~ ma~ from the world-a central virtue. In an age in which the
CartesIan pIcture no longer held us captive, it would not seem neces­
sary to try to shelter morality and religion by putting them in their
own separate compartment.
. The contrast between Wittgenstein's satire and constructive criti­

CIsm may best be seen, I think, by comparing Wittgenstein with
Dewey. Dewey pressed holism to its extreme, criticized customary
paradIgms of "truth" and "necessity," showed how remote from
actual life the Cartesian distinctions were, did his best to debunk the
p~r~ty ~f philosophy and traditional notions of necessity, broke down
dIstmctiOns between disciplines and cultural forms, and tried to
elab?rate a vision of life. ~n which the consummating value was aes­
thetIC rather than cogmtIve. As much as any philosopher has, he
suggested what a post-Cartesian culture might be like. Yet his work
took the form of elaborate explanations that "experience" or "na­
ture" or "logic" were not what the tradition had thought them to

. be, but rather. thus-and-so .. J:Ie pr~duced, in short, a new philosophi­
cal theory, bUIlt along traditional hnes. He thus engendered, in Pears's
phrase, "'philo~ophical conflict according to the old rules" - and
s?lemn discussi~ns of whether he was right or wrong in his "defini­
tiOn" of "expe~ie~ce-:' If Wittgenstein's later work is interpreted in
terms of the distmctiOns Pears uses, I think the same thing may
happen. We shall have solemn debates about conditional versus un­
conditional necessity, various modified forms of conventionalism
.~he distinction between "rule" and "interpretation," and the like:

Such debates are perhaps inevitable, and indeed intellectual re-
sponsibility. may require them. But it would be a pity if the impulse
to keep philosophy pure were so strong as to distract us altogether
.from ~ittgenstein's sa~ire, and from the attempt to sketch new ways
m which parts of our hfe can be seen without wearing Cartesian spec­
tacles. Such books as Iris Murdoch's The Sovereignty of Good and
N,e.lson Goo~man's Languages of Art seem to me to show the possi­
b~hty of a kmd of philosophical writing which keeps an appropriate
dis~ance. from the Cartesian tradition-benefiting from Wittgenstein's
~;ti~e Without trying to repea~ or ex~lain it. Murdoch's remark that

it is an at~achment to what hes outsIde the fantasy mechanism, and
not a scrutmy of t~e mech~n,ism itsel.f, which li?erates"ll is in point
here. What giVes Wittgenstem s work its power is, I think, the vision
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of a point where "we can cease doing philosop~y when we want to."
Similarly, Murdoch's and Goodman's books direct us toward moral
virtue and art, as they can be seen once we no longer ask ourselves
which' questions about them are "purely philosophical" and which
not. In these books, as in the Investigations, we move from the sort
of purity which characterizes a Facb to the sort one feels when no
longer oppressed by a need to answer unanswerable questions.
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Overcoming the Tradition:
Heidegger and Dewey

I

Philosophers who envy scientists think that philosophy should deal
only with problems formulated in neutral terms-terms satisfactory
to all those who argue for competing solutions. Without common
problems and without argument, it would seem, we have no profes­
sional discipline, nor even a method for disciplining our own thoughts.
Without discipline, we presumably have mysticism, or poetry, or
inspiration-at any rate, something which permits an escape from
our intellectual responsibilities. Heidegger is frequently criticized for
having avoided these responsibilities. His defenders reply that what
he has avoided is not the responsibility of the thinker, but simply the
tradition of "metaphysics" or "ontology." Consider the following
typical passage:

"Ontology" itself, however, whether transcendental or precritical, is
subject to criticism not because it thinks the Being of beings and thereby
reduces Being to a concept, but because it does not think the truth of
Being and so fails to recognize that there is a thinking more rigorous than
the conceptual ( . . . und so verkennt dass es ein Denken gibt das strenger
ist als das Begriffliche). 1

Contemplating this distinction, one may suspect that Heidegger
wants to have it both ways. On the one hand, we usually distinguish
"thought" from its purportedly "irresponsible" alternatives-mysti­
cism, art, myth-making- by identifying "thought" with argumentative
rigor. But whatever strenger means in this passage it is hardly what

37
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Kant or Carnap or Husserl meant by it; it has nothing to do with ar­
gument, nor with "Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft. " So presum­
ably strenger means something like "more difficult." From this
Heideggerian angle, ontology is the easy way out; anybody can pro­
duce a new opinion on an old ontological question. Even working
out whole new systems or "research programs" in ontology is not
really very hard. But Heraclitus, for example, did neither of these,
and what he did was much harder to do. So Heidegger wants not to
have to argue with his fellow-philosophers and wants also to say that
he is doing something much more difficult than they try to do.

We might now be inclined to say that it would be well for Heidegger
to call whatever he wants to do something other than "Thought."
For surely "thinking" ought to be opposed to something else-not
"emotion," perhaps, but surely to something that has more to do
with the arts than the sciences, more to do with religion than with
philosophy. Surely what Heidegger is doing has more to do with that.
But Heidegger thinks that these various distinctions are themselves
products of metaphysical system-building. Since all the usual divisions
between disciplines, and all the usual ways of dividing man's life into
stages or modes, are the products of the various writers who consti­
tute "the tradition of Western ontology," we can hardly use these
divisions to "place" the work of a man whose aim is to overcome that
tradition. But one may still feel exasperated. There ought, one feels,
to be some standard by which to judge Heidegger, some competitor
running in the same race.

Tediously enough, however, Heidegger suggests that our sense of
exasperation is just one more product of the notion that philosophy
is supposed to be a competition between arguments, a notion which
we get from Plato and whose consequences, two thousand years later,
were positivism and nihilism. To free ourselves from the notion that
there ought to be competition here would be to free ourselves from
what he calls "the technical interpretation of thought." About this
interpretation, he says:

The beginnings of that interpretation reach back to Plato and Aristotle.
They take thinking itself to be a rEXV7], a process of reflection in service to
doing and making. But here reflection is already seen from the perspective
of rrpcX~L<; and rro{Tlu{<;. For this reason thinking, when taken for itself, is
not "practical." The characterization of thinking as {)ewpfJ:x and the de­
termination of knowing as "theoretical" behavior occur already within the
"technical" interpretation of thinking. Such characterization is a reactive
attempt to rescue thinking and preserve its autonomy over against acting
and doing. Since then' "philosophy" has been in the constant predicament
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of having to justify its existence before the "sciences." It believes it can do
that most effectively by elevating itself to the rank of a science. But such
an effort is the abandonment of the essence of thinking . . . . Can then
the effort to return thinking to its element be called "irrationalism,,?2

S~ we cannot ~ccu~e Heidegger of irrationalism, it seems, without
begg10g the questlOn 10 favor of Plato and Aristotle. Nor can we even
ask, ':Who then is right about thought: Plato or Heidegger?" For the
q~estIOn supposes th~re to be a topic called "thought" on which there
mI.ght be dIf~erent VIews. But Heidegger claims no view about such a
th1Og. He th10ks that to attempt to offer views of this sort is to ne­
~lect the. "e~sentiall'y histo~ical. charact~r of B~in('3 S~n~e Thought
IS of Be1Og, and smce Be10g IS essentially hIstorIcal It IS not as if
Pla~o and Ar!stotle might have been wrong about wha~ Thought was.
It ~s not as If Thought had, so to speak, been waiting patiently for
Heidegger to come along an? put us right about it. Heidegger says
that when, e.g., Plato or Anstotle represented Being as lSEOl or as
€vEp'Y€I.Ol, "t?es~,~ere no~ doctrines advanced by chance, but rather
~ords of Be1O.g. There IS no w.ay of getting closer to Being by get­
t10g back behm? Plato and startmg off on the right foot. Heidegger
tells us that hIS own definition of Being (as "das transcendens
schlechthin") in Sei~ und Zeit was .not an attempt "to start over again
and. expos~ the falSIty ?f all prevlOus philosophy."6 He regards the
no~IO~, of ~he uncha~g1O~UnIty of the underlying determinations of
Be10g as. only an I11~SIO~ und~r ~hose pr~tection metaphysics
occurs as. hIstory of Bemg. 7 So It IS not as If we might compare
metaphysIcs-fr~m-Pla~o-to-Nietzsche.on the one hand and Heidegger
on ~he oth.er WIth theIr common topIC-Thought, or Being-and then
decIde whIch offered the better account.
. To sum .up, we m~y co?~lude that Heidegger has done as good a
J~b of puttmg ~otentIal CrItICS on th.e defensive as any philosopher in
hIsto.ry. There IS no standard by whIch one can measure him without
beggm.g the question against him. His remarks about the tradition
and hIS remarks ab.out ~he !imitations the tradition has imposed o~
the.vocabulary and ImagmatIOn ~f his contemporaries, are beautifully
deSIgned to make one feel foolIsh when one tries to find a bit of
common ground on which to start an argument.

II

One may ~eel tempted at ,~his 'point to decide that "Heidegger is not
r~ally a phz?osopher at all. ThIs.too would be foolish. Heidegger bril­
lIantly carnes to extremes a tactic used by every original philosopher.
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Heidegger is not the first to have invented a vocabulary whose pur­
pose is to dissolve the problems considered by his predecessors, rather
than to propose new solutions to them. Consider Hobbes and Locke
on the problems of the scholastics, and Carnap and Ayer on "pseudo­
problems." He is not the first to have said that the whole mode of
argument used in philosophy up until his day was misguided. Consider
Descartes on method, and Hegel on the need for dialectical thinking.
His seemingly arrogant claim that the tradition has exhausted its
potentialities8 simply carries to its limit the so~t of impati~ncesome­
times manifested by quite mild-mannered philosophers m such re­
marks as "All the arguments for and against utilitarianism were can­
vassed well before 1900" or "All the worry about the external world
is a result of confusing having a sensation with observing an object."9
In urging new vocabularies for the statement of philosophical issues,
or new paradigms of argumentation, a philosopher cannot appeal to
antecedent criteria of judgment, but he may have spectacular success.
The scholastics' vocabulary never recovered from the sarcasm of the
seventeenth century. Half the philosophy written since Hegel at­
tempted the sort of triumphant dialectical syntheses offered in the
Phenomenology. Descartes and Hegel may have seemed "not real
philosophers" to many of their contempora.ries, but th~y created
new problems in place of the old, kept phIlosophy gomg by the
sheer brilliance of their example, and appear retrospectively as stages
in a progressive development.

If it seems difficult to think of Heidegger coming to occupy the
same position, it is because he does not, like Descartes and Hegel and
Husser! and Carnap, say, "This is how philosophy has been;letphilos­
ophy henceforth be like this." Rather, like Nietzsche and Wittgenstein
and Dewey, he asks, "Given that this is how philosophy has been,
what, if anything, can philosophy now be?" Suggesting, as they did,
that philosophy may have exhausted its potentialities, he. asks ~heth­

er the motives which led to philosophy's existence still eXIst and
whether they should. Many philosophers-practically all those whom
we think of as founding movements-saw the entire previous history
of philosophy as the working out of a certain set of false assumptions,
or conceptual confusions, or unconscious distortions of reality. But
only a few of these have suggested that the notion of philosophy it­
self-a discipline distinct from science, yet not to be confused with
art or religion -was one of the results of these false starts. And fewer
still have suggested that we are not, even now, in a position to state
alternatives to those false assumptions or confused concepts-to see
reality plain. These few writers are often treated dismissively by
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~hiloso~hers who do claim to know where the future of philosophy
lIes. Heidegger's later style makes it easy to dismiss him as someone
who has. simply become tired of arguing, and who, taking refuge in
the .mystical, abandons the attempt to defend his almost-respectable
earlIer work. But even philosophers like Dewey and Santayana, who
resemble Heidegger in seeing no interesting future for a distinct disci­
plin~ c~~led '.'philos?phy," have been dismissed as "not really philos­
ophIcal on Just t~IS ground-that they neither held out hope of the
successf~l c01?pletion of ?ld "research programs" nor suggested new
ones. It IS as If to be a philosopher one had to have a certain minimal
loyalt~ to the.profession-as if one were not permitted to dissolve an
old phIlosophIcal problem without being ready to put a new one in
its place. 10

T?~re i~, however, an obvious way of distinguishing critics of the
tradItIOn .lIke Dewey and ~eideg~er.from the amateur, the philistine,
the mystIc, or the belletnst. ThIS IS the depth and extent of their
commentary on the details of the tradition. Any freshman can dismiss
"Western thought" as merely "conceptual" and have done with it.
It is not so e~sy to explain just what being "conceptual" amounts
to, and what IS common to the various paradigms of "conceptual
thought." Dewey and Heidegger know exactly what their predeces­
sors were worried about, and they each offer us an account of the
d~al~ctic~l.co~rse of t~e tradition. The self-image of a philosopher­
hIS .IdentifIcatIOn of ~I~self as such (rather than as, perhaps, an his­
tonan or a math~matiClan or. a poet)-depends almost entirely upon
ho~ h.e sees the hIst~ry of phIlosophy. It depends upon which figures
he Imitates, and whIch epIsodes and movements he disregards. So a
new account of the history of philosophy is a challenge which cannot
b.e ignored. This ~,ugges~s t?at inso.far as there is any sensible ques­
tIOn of the f~rm Who I~ ng~t, Heidegyer or the others?" it is going
to be a questIOn about histonography.I It is not as if historiography
were less ~ontroversial than, say, epistemology or philosophy of lan­
~age. It I~ ~ather that th~ adoption of a vocabulary-one's semicon­
SCIOUS decIsIOn about whIch questions one is content to dissolve or
ignore and which one must set oneself to answer-is motivated almost
entirely. by a perception of one's relation to the history of philoso­
phy..ThIS ~ay be a. perception of one's place in a progressive sequence
of discovenes (as m the sciences), or of the new-found needs and
hope~ of one's so.ciety, or simply of the relevance of certain figures in
the hIstory of philosophy to one's private needs and hopes. If we have
Dewey's picture of what has happened in the intellectual history of the
West, we shall have a certain quite specific account of Heidegger's
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role in this history; he will appear as a final decadent echo of Platonic
and Christian otherworldliness. If we have Heidegger's perception,
conversely, we shall have a quite specific picture of Dewey; he will
appear as an exceptionally naive and provincial nihilist.

III

In what follows, I propose to offer sketches of Dewey as he would
presumably look to Heidegger and of Heidegger as he would presum­
ably look to Dewey. This exercise will show how an extraordinary
amount of agreement on the need for a "destruction of the history
of Western ontology" can be combined with an utterly different no­
tion of what might succeed "ontology." It will, I hope, give us some
ground on which to stand when trying to "place" Heidegger, by giving
us a sense of how much room is left for maneuver even after one
comes to see the philosophical tradition as having exhausted its po­
tentialities. The frequent charges of arrogance brought against
Heidegger result, in part, from the fact that he mentions few other
"thinkers" of the day; he leaves one with the impression that if there
are other mountain tops, they are now inhabited only by poets. Yet
the vision of a culture in which philosophy was not a profession, nor
art, a business,12 and in which technology was something other than
"a dreary frenzy,"13 is hardly Heidegger's discovery. It is what Dewey
offered us throughout his later life. Dewey can join Heidegger in say­
ing that

No metaphysics, whether idealist, materialistic, or Christian, can in accord
with its own essence, and surely not in its attempts to explicate itself, "get
a hold on" this [Europe's] destiny....14

But for Dewey, Heidegger's succeeding gloss on "getting a hold
on" ("thoughtfully to reach and gather together what in the fullest
sense of Being now is") would seem, like all his talk of Being, just
one more Christian metaphysics in disguise. Dewey's Experience
and Nature, in turn, can easily be taken as just one more variant
on materialist metaphysics: a bland restatement of the triumph of
nihilism.

To guard against such superficial reciprocal dismissals, let me
consider some obvious points of agreement between the two men.
I shall cite their parallel views on four topics: (1) the distinction,
in ancient philosophy, between contemplation and action; (2) the
traditional Cartesian problems which center around epistemologi­
cal skepticism; (3) the distinction between philosophy and science;
and (4) the distinction between both and "the aesthetic."

•I
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Dewey begins a discussion of the distinction between theory and
practice with a distinction between the "holy" and the "lucky."ls
He thinks of religion, and its heir philosophy, as attending to the for­
mer. Workmanship, and its heir technology, look to the latter. Be­
cause philosophy "inherited the realm with which religion had been
concerned"16 it naturally adopted "the notion, which has ruled phi­
losophy ever since the time of the Greeks, that the office of knowl­
edge is to uncover the antecedently real. "17 Given the further inheri­
tance from religion of the premise that "only the completely fixed
and unchanging can be real," it is natural that "the quest for certi­
tude has determined our basic metaphysics."ls "Metaphysics is a sub­
stitute for custom as the source and guarantor of higher moral and
social values"19 and will remain so until we recognize that "the dis­
tinctive office, problems and subject-matter of philosophy grow out
of stresses and strains in the community life in which a given form of
philosophy arises"20 and until philosophy as criticism of morals and
institutions takes the place of "the whole brood and nest of dualisms
which have . . . formed the 'problems' of philosophy termed 'mod­
ern,.,,21 The little dualisms of subject-object, mind-matter, experi­
ence-nature are seen by Dewey as dialectical diminutions of the great
dualism between the holy and the lucky-the enduring and the day­
to-day. Should we overcome all these dualisms, then philosophy
might be, "instead of impossible attempts to transcend experience

the significant record of the efforts of men to formulate the
things of experience to which they are most deeply and passionately
attached."22

For Heidegger the confusion of Being with what endures unchang­
ingly, can be known with certainty, and can be treated mathematical­
ly, was also the crucial first step in making philosophy what it is today.
Because Greek philosophers preferred nouns to verbs,23 and verbal
substantives to infinitives24 when they spoke of Being-because Plato
left behind Heraclitus' union of rrOA€J1.0C; and AO'Yoc; and coalesced
~vatC; with l8€cx-we were put upon the path of ontology.

Where the struggle ceases, beings do not vanish, but the world turns away.
Beings are no longer asserted (i.e., preserved as such). Now they are merely
found ready-made, are data. . . . The being becomes an object, either to
be beheld (view, image) or to be acted upon (product and calculation).
The original world-making power, t/>vmc:, degenerates into a prototype to
be copied and imitated. Nature becomes a special field, differentiated from
art and everything that can be fashioned according to plan.2s

Here Heidegger sees the distinction between action and contempla­
tion not as Dewey does, as reflecting the gap between the freeman
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and the slave,26 but rather as arising out of an initial diremption of
an original united consciousness-a diremption which is presumably
to be viewed as a fatality, one of the words of Being, rather than
explained causally as a product of some natural environment or so­
cial arrangement. But Dewey and Heidegger agree that this initial
adoption of a spectatorial notion of knowledge and its object has de­
termined the subsequent history of philosophy. Heidegger's claim, in
Being and Time, that the neglect of Zuhandensein lies behind the
Cartesian problem of the existence of the external world27 parallels
Dewey's reiterated claim that "the brood and nest of dualisms" which
appeared in the seventeenth century was due to the initial split be­
tween the enduring object of contemplation and the malleable ob­
jects of the artisan.28 For both Dewey and Heidegger, the noti~n ~f

t~e object as something to be viewed and represented led to subJectl­
Vlsm:

When objects are isolated from the experience through which they are
reached and in which they function, experience itself becomes reduced to
the mere process of experiencing, and experiencing is therefore treated as
if it were also complete in itself. . . . Since the seventeenth century this
conception of experience as the equivalent of subjective private experience
set over against nature, which consists wholly of physical objects, has
wrought havoc in philosophy.29

Dewey's description fits in nicely with Heidegger's account of the
sequence which leads from Plato through Descartes to Kant, e.g.:

Subiectity says finally: beings are subiectum in the sense of the vrroKe{p.€IJOIJ
which has the distinction of being rrpwTf/ oiJaf.a in the presencing of what
is actual. In its history as metaphysics, Being is through and through sub­
iectity. But where subiectity becomes subjectivity, the subiectum preemi­
nent since Descartes, the ego, has a multiple precedence.3o

Dewey sees the epistemological problems of modern philosophy as
the adjustment of old metaphysical assumptions to new conditions.
Heidegger sees them as the internal dialectical working-out of those
assumptions. Heidegger comments scornfully on the notion that the
modern age "discovered" that epistemology was the true foundation
of philosophy31 and on the easy retreat to the question "subjective
or objective?" which characterizes thought during this period. 32

Dewey sees the quest for certainty and fixity which the ancients sat­
isfied by non-natural objects of knowledge as, in the modern period,
transferred to show that "the conditions of the possibility of knowl­
edge" are "of an ideal and rational character.,,33 He thinks of the
distinction between objective facts and subjective emotions, problems,
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and doubts as another "product of the habit of isolating man and ex­
perience from nature,"34 and remarks that modern science has joined
with traditional theology in perpetuating this isolation. Dewey there­
by echoes Heidegger's insistence on the underlying identity of the
stance towards Being found in Aquinas' notion of an ens a se and
modern epistemologists' notions of "objectivity."35 Both men say
things which reduce to despair the eager and sincere epistemologist,
anxious to classify them as idealists or realists, subjectivists or objec­
tivists. Consider Heidegger's exasperating remark: "Evidently truth's
independence from man is nonetheless manifestly a relation to hu­
man nature."36 Consider also Dewey's coy refusal to treat meaning
and truth as relations between something "experiential" and some­
thing "in nature. "37

When they discuss the relation between philosophy and science,
both men see Cartesian, Husserlian, and positivistic attempts to
"make philosophy scientific" as a disastrous abandonment of phi­
losophy's proper function. Dewey says that "Philosophy has assumed
for its function a knowledge of reality. This fact makes it a rival in­
stead of a complement of the sciences." He proceeds to endorse James'
description of philosophy as "vision. "38 Heidegger's remark that phi­
losophy's attempt to "elevate itself to the rank of a 'science'" aban­
dons the essence of Thought has already been cited. Both see philo­
sophy, at its best, as clearing away what impedes our delight, not as
the discovery of a correct representation of reality. Both men insist
on the goal of philosophy as the reattainment of innocence and the
divestiture of the culture of our time. 39 Both stress the ties between
philosophy and poetry. For Dewey, when "philosophy shall have co­
operated with the course of events and made clear and coherent the
meaning of the daily detail, science and emotion will interpenetrate,
practice and imagination will embrace. Poetry and religious feeling
will be the unforced flowers of life. "40 He hopes that philosophy will
join with poetry as Arnold's "criticism of life."41 For Heidegger,
"only poetry stands in the same order as philosophy" - because only
in these two are beings not related to other beings, but to Being.42

On the other hand, both abhor the notion that poetry is supposed
to offer us "values" as opposed to something else- "fact" -which
we are to find in science. Both regard the fact-value distinction as
springing from, and as dangerous as, the subject-object distinction.
Heidegger thinks that the whole notion of "values" is an awkward
attempt by the metaphysician to supply an additional Vorhanden in
order to make good the deficiency left by thinking of Being as
lMOl or as Vorstellung-an afterthought "necessary to round out the
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ontology of the world. "43 Heidegger thinks that the very notion of a
"subject" called "aesthetics" is one more disastrous result of our dis­
tinctions between the sensuous and the supersensuous, the subject
and the object, and the other distinctions which flow from Plato's
original treatment of ¢lxnc; and [MO'.44 Dewey would entirely agree,
as he would about every attempt to keep either the "aesthetic" or
the "religious" apart from the "scientific" or the "empirical," and he
would trace the notion of "objective value" and "purely aesthetic
judgment" to the same historical roots as does Heidegger. Both of
them see both poetry and philosophy as taking place where the dis­
tinction between contemplation and action does not arise, and as
diminished and made pointless when this distinction is drawn.45

Citing all these similarities between Dewey and Heidegger may
seem a tour de force. It is the differences which are interesting. But I
think that it is important to note the similarities first. Doing so shows
how both men are trying to encapsulate the whole sequence which
runs from Plato and Aristotle to Nietzsche and Carnap, set it aside,
and offer something new-or at least a hope of something new. Fur­
ther, they are almost alone in this century in doing so. They are
unique, unclassifiable, original philosophers, and both are historicist
to the core. Both have been misleadingly assimilated to nonhistoricist
philosophical schools. To lump Dewey with Peirce, James, and Quine
is to forget that he was swept off his feet, and into a new intellectual
world, by Hegel's and Comte's visions of our past.46 To call Heidegger
a phenomenologist and lump him with Husserl, or an existentialist
and lump him with (the early) Sartre, is, as Heidegger himself has
pointed out, to ignore precisely the historical perspective which he
prides himself on sharing with Marx, and which both derived from
Hege1.47 Both men see what Heidegger calls "the unified history of
Being, beginning with the essential character of Being as [lifO' up to
the completion of the modern essence of Being as the will to power"48
as a single, long-drawn-out event. He sees Nietzsche as where we must
end if, with Plato, we take Being as presence or as representation.49

Deweyans are inclined to see Nietzsche as an over-reaction to the re­
alization that we shall never fulfill Plato's demand for certainty and
"rationality" in morals. The realization that we shall never achieve
such certainty makes us alternate between despair at there being no­
thing but power in the world, and intoxication at our own possession
of power. No other philosophers of this century, save perhaps
Wittgenstein, have so distanced themselves from the assumptions and
the problems common to Plato and Nietzsche.

If Hegel is their common ground, however, their notions of what
to do with Hegel are the beginnings of their differences. Dewey, like
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Marx, wants Hegel without the Absolute Spirit. He wants man and
history to stand on their own feet, and man's history to be just that,
neither Spirit's self-realization nor the fateful elephantine movements
of Matter or of social classes. He does not think of "history" with a
capital letter, and he is quite content, as Heidegger is not, to let his
remarks on past philosophers be "one-sided and sporadic conceptual
historiography." When he tells us about the consequences of the
Greek separation of contemplation and action he does not think he
is recollecting the words of Being- but rather, in Wittgenstein's phrase,
"assembling reminders for a particular purpose." He thinks that
German idealism was at bottom, and despite its achievements, a last
desperate gesture in the direction of the old Platonic project of offer­
ing an ontological guarantee for the preconceptions of a leisure class. 50

Heidegger, on the other hand, tells us that the so-called "collapse
of German idealism" was not the fault of idealism but of "the age,"
which "was no longer strong enough to stand up to the greatness,
breadth and originality of that spiritual world. "51 One of Heidegger's
strongest feelings, and one which places him very far from Dewey in­
deed, is that ages, cultures, nations, and people are supposed to live
up to the demands of philosophers, rather than the other way around.
It is not Athens, Rome, Renaissance Florence, the Paris of the Revo­
lution, and the Germany of Hitler which form the history of Being.
Nor is it Sophocles, Horace, Dante, Goethe, Proust, and Nabokov. It
is the sequence from Plato to Nietzsche. It is not just that Thought is
always Thought of Being, but that Thought is the only thing which is
of Being in this sense (in both the subjective and objective genitive,
as Heidegger says).52 Only poetry is of the same order, but there is
no indication that Heidegger thinks that poetry has a history. Less
crudely put, there is no indication that Heidegger thinks that the
historicity of Being can be seen in poetry, any more than it can be
seen where Macauley and Acton tended to see it-in a gradually wid­
ening access to literacy, voting booths, and nourishing foodstuffs.

All this emphasis on philosophers would look, to Dewey, like aca­
demic parochialism. Who but a philosophy professor, after all, would
think that the drama of twentieth-century Europe had some essential
relation to the Vollendung der Metaphysik? Consider the following
passage, in which Heidegger wants to explain why the "inherently
historical asking of the question about being is actually an integral
part of history on earth":

We have said that the world is darkening. The essential episodes of this
darkening are: the flight of the gods, the destruction of the earth, the
standardization of man, the pre-eminence of the mediocre.
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What do we mean by world when we speak of a darkening of the world?
World is always world of the spirit. The animal has no world nor anyen­
vironment (Umwelt). Darkening of the world means emasculation of the
spirit, the disintegration, wasting away, repression, and misinterpretation
of the spirit. . . . What makes the situation of Europe all the more cata­
strophic is that this enfeeblement of the spirit originated in Europe itself
and-though prepared by earlier factors-was definitively determined by
its own spiritual situation in the first half of the nineteenth century.53

That spiritual situation was, of all things, the inability of the age to
live up to the "greatness, breadth and originality" of German ideal­
ism. One might think that the destruction of the earth and the stan­
dardization of man were bad enough -that the strip-mines of Montana,
the assembly-lines of Detroit, and the Red Guards of Shanghai were
enough to show the world was darkening, without bringing in the
world of the spirit at all. But this would be to treat "forgetfulness of
being"54 as just a handy label for whatever it is that has been going
wrong lately. Heidegger takes it much more seriously. He is not say­
ing, like Tillich, that it is getting hard to find a good symbol of our
ultimate concern. He is saying, like Kierkegaard, that symbol-hunting
IS sm.

This way of putting things may suggest that I am, like a good mod­
ern, neglecting the "ontological difference" between Being and beings.
But in such passages as the one I just cited, Heidegger neglects it too
- and it is well for him that he does. If he did not, he would no longer
have anything to differentiate his talk of Being from Kierkegaard's
talk of God and of Grace. Unless Heidegger connected the history of
Being with that of men and nations through such phrases as "a na­
tion's (eines Volkes) relation to Being,"55 and thus connected the
history of philosophy with just plain history, he would be able to say
only what Kierkegaard said: that when all the advances of modern
civilization are utilized, all the dog-tricks of the Hegelian dialectic
practiced and perfected, and all the aspects of life and culture related
by all the concepts one could imagine ever being evolved, we shall
st~l be as far as ever from that which is strenger als das Begrifflicbe.
WIthout the reference to the history of nations, we should obviously
have only what Versenyi suggests is all we get anyway: "an all too
empty and formal, though often emotionally charged and mystically­
religious, thinking of absolute unity. "56 With this reference, we at
least seem to have an analogue of an eschatological and Augustinian
sort of Christianity, rather than an analogue of Kierkegaard's private
an~ Protestant hope that Grace may make him a New Being, able to
belIeve the self-contradictory doctrine of the Incarnation.
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I can sum up this quasi-Deweyan view of Heidegger as follows. All
we are t~ld about Bemg, Thought, and the ontological difference is
by: negatlOn. '!-'O grasp what these are is to grasp that they have no­
thmg to do WIth metaphysics. Metaphysics encompasses any concep­
tual thought, ~ny causal thought, any thought of ourselves as one
among a ~luralIty o~ causally related beings, which is not scientific or
technolo~lcal thmkmg .abo~t a ~oncrete issue. Metaphysics can only
be explamed by sho~mg ItS hIstory, by showing how people have
thought to sp~ak Bemg and wound up speaking of beings. So far
Dewe~ and Heldegger can agree. Dewey thinks that the moral of the
story. IS that .metaphysics, having exhausted its potentialities, leaves
us WIth nothmg except an increased appreciation for our concrete
problem.s-for beings. But Heidegger thinks that the historical pic­
ture ~hlch has been sketc~ed offers a ~limpse of something else. Yet
nothl~g further ca~ be saId about thIS something else, and so the
negatl~e way. to B~mg, thro.ugh the destruction of ontology, leaves
us. facmg bemgs-wlthout-Bemg, with no hint about what Thought
m~gh~ be of. The vacant place that remains when all metaphysical
thmkmg has been destroyed is all that we have. So whether the his­
tory of philosophy is vie~ed as ~ewey views it (as a working out of
var~ous cau~al p~ocesses m an mtellectual "superstructure") or as
Heldegger VIews It (as the words of Being) does not seem to matter.
~or ~he vacant place r~mains f~r both. For Dewey, it is to be filled
m WIth .concrete.at~entlOn t~ bemgs-to the strip-mines, for example.
For Heldegger, It IS a cl,eanng for B.eing. Wh~t is there to disagree
ab~ut here? Once th.e hIstory of phIlosophy IS seen in the way in
whIch Dew~y and Heldegger agree on seeing it, what can be said about
~h~t remams? For Dewey, to ~o on talking about "Thought" is to
mSlst t~at the end. of metaphySICS should not be the end of philoso­
phy-WIthout saymg why It shou~d not. For Heidegger, to say that
p.hl1osophy ha~ become obsolete IS to succumb to a vulgarized ver­
SlOn of the Nletzschean Being-as-will-to-power. It may be that any
c~mcrete phenomenon - a poem, a revolution, a person - can be
Yle.wed as Just that, ~r as a~ opening for Being. Perhaps how one views
It IS a. ma~ter of whIch phIlosophers one has been reading lately, and
of whIch jargon one fancies.

.To take this. aestheticist, relativist, quasi-Tillichian attitude is to
alIgn oneself WIth. Dewey and .against Heidegger. It is, as will by now
have become ObVlOUS, the attItude and the alignment I prefer. But
be~ore ad?pting it, I wa~t to. try to look at the matter through
He~degger s eyes once agam. It IS Important, I think, to see that for
Heldegger Dewey's ultimate sin is not his emphasis on the practical
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but precisely the adoption of the aesthetic attitude. 57 Heidegger sees
the outcome of a technological age as "the world as View," and the
aesthetic attitude towards philosophical systems which Dewey shares
with Santayana as the ultimate expression of this attitude. "The fun­
damental event of the modern age is the conquest of the world as
picture. "58 When Dewey praises our modern manner ?f ~eeing nat~re

as something to be used rather than contemplated he IS sImply falhng
in with modern technology's insistence on seeing "the earth's crust as
a coal mine, the soil as a source of minerals. "59 This is just being real­
istic, and not, even on Heidegger's account, an occasion for criticism.
It is when Dewey proceeds to view philosophies-the thought of
Plato, of Thomas, of Hegel-in the same way as an engineer views
ore-bearing regions of the earth that Heidegger would recoil. To treat
the thought of Hegel as a Weltanschauung is to view him as an object
of exploitation rather than a possible occasion of revelation. It is to
treat philosophies as if they were means to the enhancement of hu­
man life.60 Dewey's humanism is, for Heidegger, simply the modern
consciousness incarnate, against which there is no point in protesting
-save perhaps when the very possibility of Thought is denied, as it is
when these philosophers who exemplify Thought are treated as mere
means for the mutual adjustment of beings to beings. Heidegger's
sense of the vulgarity of the age-its trivialization of everything holy
-is strongest when what is trivialized is the history of metaphysics.
For this history is the history of Being, and to make that history into
a useful lesson for modern man is to make Being itself an instrument
for our employment and an obje~t of e,~RI~ita~ion. To tre~t "the
world as a view and man as a subzectum 1 IS sImply to be m tune
with the times, but to treat the great philosophers as stepping stones,
or to choose among them as we choose our favorite pictures, is to
make a mockery of Being itself. For Heidegger, Dewey's sketches of
the history of philosophy are, at best, pathetic examples of the futili­
ty of attempting to overcome metaphysics by using the vocabulary
of metaphysics (e.g., "experience" and "nature").62 Heidegger sees
even his own early attempt at overcoming-his redescription of
Dasein in order to prepare the way for a reopening of the question of
Being - as self-defeating.63 Sometimes he suggests that any overcoming
of metaphysics, indeed any mention of the history of metaphysics,
may be equally self-defeating: "A regard for metaphysics still prevails
even in the intention to overcome metaphysics. Therefore, our task is
to cease all overcoming, and leave metaphysics to itself.,,64

Still, Heidegger insists that in Being and Time he at least had the
question of Being in mind when he offered us Existentiale in place of
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the "categories" of the tradition, and he still thinks that something of
the sort is a necessary first step.65 Dewey, despite the fact that he
too wants to offer us a new jargon to replace the notions of the "sub­
ject" and "substance" which are common to Aristotle and Descartes,
will appear to Heidegger as self-deceptive and self-defeating. If one
reads Dewey through Heidegger's eyes, one sees his thought as so
thoroughly infected by these traditional conceptions that he has no
notion of Thought as an alternative to metaphysics. Thus Dewey for­
gets his own Peircian subordination of truth to beauty, sees "science"
as somehow replacing philosophy, or philosophy as becoming some­
how "scientific." Dewey's version of the history of philosophy is de­
signed to purify our self-image of all the remnants of the previous
epochs in the history of metaphysics-all reminders of an age before
technology had become supreme. He is thus a good illustration of
the latest and most degenerate stage of "humanistic" philosophy, the
stage which Heidegger describes as follows:

Philosophy in the age of completed metaphysics is anthropology. Whether
or not one says "philosophical" anthropology makes no difference. In the
meantime philosophy has become anthropology and in this way a prey to
the derivatives of metaphysics, that is, of physics in the broadest sense,
which includes the physics of life and man, biology and psychology.
Having become anthropology, philosophy itself perishes of metaphysics. 66

V

So much for Dewey's view of Heidegger and Heidegger's of Dewey.
It would be pleasant to conclude with an impartially sympathetic
synthesis. But I have no broader perspective to offer. The two men
seem to me, together with Wittgenstein, the richest and most original
philosophers of our time, and I have no notions about how to tran­
scend them. The best I can do is sharpen the conflict by recurring to
the questions about "the end of philosophy" with which I began
and, in that context, restating Dewey's case.

I think that even if the differences in the way the two men tell the
story of our tradition were somehow ironed out, there would remain
this impasse: Dewey wants the tradition overcome by blurring all the
distinctions it has drawn, whereas Heidegger hopes Being will over­
come it for us by granting us a sense of the ontological difference. In
particular, Dewey wants the distinctions between art, science, and
philosophy to be rubbed out, and replaced with the vague and un­
controversial notion of intelligence trying to solve problems and pro­
vide meaning. Heidegger is equally contemptuous of the traditional
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distinctions, save one: he does not want philosophy to be lost in this
shuffle, and would view Dewey's attempt to mislay it as resulting
from the assumption that Thought is co-extensive with ontology.
One way of bringing the difference to a point is to say that Dewey
thinks of philosophy, as a discipline or even as a distinct human ac­
tivity, as obsolete. Heidegger, on the other hand, thinks of philoso­
phy-of Thought as opposed to ontology-as something which might
be recaptured, even though the form it might take is, in our darkened
world, still invisible.

Is there anything which Dewey should oppose in such a faint,
modest, and inarticulate hope? Yes, there is indeed. Heidegger's hope
is just what was worst in the tradition -the quest for the holy which
turns us away from the relations between beings and beings (the rela­
tions, for example, between the ghastly apparatus of modern tech­
nology and the people whose children will die of hunger unless that
apparatus spreads over the rest of the planet).67 Tout commence en
mystique et finit en politique. 68 The politics which one can imagine
stemming from Heidegger's notion of technology's relation to man
are more awful than the apparatus of technology itself, and for nei­
ther Dewey nor Heidegger is there a way to separate that sort of rela­
tion to politics from "philosophical truth." Heidegger's attachment
to the notion of "philosophy" -the pathetic notion that even after
metaphysics goes, something called "Thought" might remain-is
simply the sign of Heidegger's own fatal attachment to the tradition:
the last infirmity of the greatest of the German professors. It amounts
to saying that even though everybody who has previously counted as
a paradigm of philosophy-Plato, Thomas, Descartes, Nietzsche­
turned out to be a step on a path toward chaos, we must still try to
be philosophers. For "philosophy" is a name for that activity which
is essential to our humanity. No matter how much Heidegger seems
to have overcome our professional urge to compete with the great
dead philosophers on their own ground, no matter how much he may
try to distance himself from the tradition (not to mention his fellow­
professors), he is still insistent that the tradition offered us "words
of Being." He still thinks that the place where philosophy was is the
place to be. He thinks that to cease thinking about what Plato and
Kant were thinking about is to be diminished, to lose hold of what is
most important, to sink into darkness. If he were true to his own dic­
tum that we should "cease all overcoming, and leave metaphysics to
itself," he would have nothing to say, nowhere to point. The whole
force of Heidegger's thought lies in his account of the history of
philosophy.
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That vision demands that he place himself in a sequence which be­
gins with the Greeks. But the only thing which links him with the
tradition is his claim that the tradition, though persistently side­
tracked onto beings, was really concerned with Being all the time­
and, indeed, constituted the history of Being. This is like saying,
"Every previous notion of how to come unto Christ, starting with
the Apostles. ~nd St. Paul and continuing on through Augustine and
Luther to Tllhch and Barth, has been a further step away from Him.
But .~is Grace may still bring us to Him, if we can only overcome the
traditIOn of theology, or even just leave it alone." Someone who said
this would be trying to make an ad hoc distinction between "theolo­
gy" and "Christianity" of the sort which Heidegger wants to make
between "ontology" and "Thought." But Heidegger wants to have it
both ways, as did Kierkegaard in his day. Both need to invoke the
tradition to identify what it is that has been wrongly approached, or
has veiled itself. But both need to repudiate the tradition utterly in
order to say what they want to say. When Kierkegaard reaches beyond
Hegel and history for that which thought cannot think -the intersec­
tion of the temporal and the eternal- he has no business hinting that
we should call it "Christ." Christ, after all, is what Christians think
He is. 69 Being is what Nietzsche, as spokesman for the concluding
moment of the dialectic of the last two thousand years, said it was: a
"vapor and a fallacy."70 Heidegger says that "the question" is "is
'being' a mere word and its meaning a vapor or is it the spiritual des­
tiny of the Western world?"71 But this suggested alternative is simply
an attempt to renew our interest in Being by suggesting that our pres­
ent troubles are somehow due to the Plato-Nietzsche tradition. All
Heidegger can do to explain why that tradition is of more than paro­
chial academic interest is to say that it was where the question of
Being got asked. All he can do to explain why we shouldn't shrug off
Being as a vapor and a fallacy is to say that our fate is somehow linked
to that tradition.

To conclude: what Dewey and Heidegger both wanted was a way
of seeing things which would take us as far beyond the world of his­
toricist philosophizing which succeeded Hegel, as Hegel had taken us
beyond the epistemologically oriented philosophy of the eighteenth
century. Dewey found what he wanted in turning away from phi­
losophy as a distinctive activity altogether, and towards the ordinary
world -the problems of men, freshly seen by discarding the distinc­
tions which the philosophical tradition had developed. Heidegger
hoped that a new path would open. But he thought we shall only see
it open if we detach ourselves from the problems of men and are still;
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in that silence we may perhaps hear the word of Being. Which of these
attitudes one adopts depends on how devoted one is to the notion of
"philosophy." Heidegger's we~kn~ss was that he co~ld not .escape th~
notion that philosophers' difficultles are more than Just p~llosophers
difficulties-the notion that if philosophy goes down, so wl11 the West.

Heidegger should not be criticized for w~nting so~~t~ings~r~nger
als das Begrifflicbe. Few of us do not. If he lS t? be cntlclzed,:t lS for
helping keep us under the spell ~f PI~to'~ ~otlon that there lS some­
thing special called :'philosophy wh~ch lt lS our du~y to under~ake.
One may say of Heldegger what he hlmself.s~ys of Nlet~sche: mlsled
by a superficial understanding of the PlatO?lC l~eas, he tried t? repla~~
them, but instead only translated Platomsm in~? a .newer Jargon.
By offering us "openness to Being" to replace phl~Osophlcal ~r~u­

ment," Heidegger helps pres;~e all that was worst in the tradltlon
which he hoped to overcome.
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4

Professionalized Philosophy
and Transcendentalist Culture

Santayana's reflections on philosophy in the new world have two sin­
gular merits. First, he was able to laugh at us without despising us­
a feat often too intricate for the native-born. Second, he was entirely
free of the instinctive American conviction that the westering of the
spirit ends here-that whatever the ages have labored to bring !orth
will emerge between Massachusetts and California, that our philoso­
phers have only to express our national genius for the human spirit
to fulfill itself. Santayana saw us as one more great empire in the
long parade. His genial hope was that we might enjoy the imperium
while we held it. In a famous essay on American philosophy, he sug­
gested that we were still spoiling our own fun. We wanted to retain,
he said, the "agonized conscience" of our Calvinist ancestors while
keeping, simultaneously if illogically, the idealistic metaphysics of
their transcendentalist successors. This metaphysics embodied what
he called the "conceited notion that man, or human reason, or the
human distinction between good and evil, is the centre and pivot of
the universe." 1 The combination of Calvinist guilt and metaphysical
egoism he called "The Genteel Tradition in American Philosophy."
He opposed to it what he called "America's ruling passion, the love
of business" - "joy in business itself and in its further operation, in
making it greater and better organized and a mightier engine in the
general life." "The American Will," he said, "inhabits the sky-scraper;
the American Intellect inhabits the colonial mansion. The one is the
sphere of the American man; the other, at least predominantly, of
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the American woman. The one is all aggressive emphasis; the other is
all genteel tradition."2 The academic mind of 1911, he thought,
counted as feminine in this respect: "The genteel tradition has sub­
sisted in the academic mind for want of anything equally academic
to take its place."3

We can afford to smile at all this, as we look about at the manly, ag­
gressive and businesslike academics of our own time. The American
academic mind has long since discovered the joy of making its own
special enterprise "greater and better organized and a mightier engine
in the general life." The well-funded professor, jetting home after a
day spent advising men of power, is the envy of the provincial tycoon
in the adjacent seat. If there is still something like a genteel tradition
in American life, it cannot be identified with "the academic mind."
Most academics now teach in skyscrapers. The public no longer asso­
ciates our profession with epicene delicacy, but either with political
violence and sexual license or with hard-nosed presidential advisors.
If there is anything remotely analogous to what Santayana spoke of,
it is the specifically highbrow culture-the culture which produces
poems, plays and novels, literary criticism and what, for want of a
better term, we can call "culture criticism." Some highbrows inhabit
the academy, mostly in literature departments, but they are not aca­
demic entrepreneurs. They do not get grants; they have disciples
rather than research teams; they inhabit whatever mansions may still
be tucked away among the academic skyscrapers. Their more busi­
nesslike colleagues treat them alternately with the deference due
from tradesmen to the clergy, and the contempt the successful feel
for the shabby genteel.

Where, in the busy modern academy, do we find the philosophy
professors? To treat this question properly we need to look at what
has been going on in philosophy since Santayana wrote, and to divide
it into two periods. The period between the World Wars was one of
prophecy and moral leadership-the heroic period of Deweyan prag­
matism, during which philosophy played the sort of role in the coun­
try's life which Santayana could admire. The period since the Second
World War has been one of professionalization, in which philosophers
have quite deliberately and self-consciously abdicated such a role. In
the pre-World War I period which Santayana described, philosophy
defined itself by its relation to religion. In the Deweyan period, it de­
fined itself by its relation to the social sciences. At the beginning of
the professionalizing period, philosophers attempted halfheartedly
to define their activity in relation to mathematics and the natural
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sciences. In fact, however, this period has been marked by a with­
drawal from the rest of the academy and from culture-an insistence
on philosophy's autonomy.

The claim that philosophy is and ought to be a technical subject,
that this recent professionalization is an important good, is usually
not defended directly by pointing with pride to the importance of
the issues philosophers discuss or to paradigms of successful philo­
sophical inquiry. Rather, it is defended indirectly, by pointing with
scorn to the low level of argumentative rigor among the competition
-in the Deweyan philosophy of the thirties, in contemporary Con­
tinental philosophy, and in the culture criticism of the highbrows.
Even philosophers who would like to break out of their professional
isolation tend to insist that their special contribution will be in argu­
mentative skill. It is not, they say, that philosophers know more about
anything in particular, but that they have a kind of sensitivity to dis­
tinctions and presuppositions which is peculiarly their own. 4

Since the highbrow culture critic has usurped many of the func­
tions which traditional philosophers had fulfilled in the past, while
remaining oblivious to what contemporary academic philosophers
are actually doing, highbrows try to dismiss American philosophy
with journalistic sneers about "irrelevance" or "scholasticism." Phi­
losophers, in turn, try to dismiss the highbrow literary culture in the
same way as Santayana dismissed the genteel tradition. They see this
culture as palliating cranky hypersensitivity with aesthetic comfort,
just as Santayana saw Royce and Palmer as palming the agonized
conscience off with metaphysical comfort. Accusations of softness
and sloppiness are exchanged for accusations of pedantry and nar­
rowness.

When these accusations become self-conscious and explicit, they
are usually offered as views about "the essence of philosophy," as if
a niche in a permanent ahistorical schema of possible human activi­
ties were in danger of vacancy or of usurpation. I think that such dis­
putes are pointless, since philosophy does not have an essence, any
more than do literature or politics. Each is what brilliant men are
presently making it. There is no common standard by which to
compare Royce, Dewey, Heidegger, Tarski, Carnap, and Derrida in
point of "being a real philosopher." But although philosophy has no
essence, it does have a history. Although philosophical movements
cannot be seen as departures from, or returns to, True Philosophy,
and although their successes are as difficult to assess as those of liter­
ary or political movements, one can sometimes say something about
their grosser sociological consequences. In what follows, I want to
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sketch some of the things that have happened in American philoso­
phy since Santayana wrote, and to make some predictions about the
consequences of professionalization.

Santayana noted that William James had already "turned the flank"
of the genteel tradition. A decade after Santayana's essay, it became
clear that Dewey had consolidated James's gains and succeeded in
doing what Santayana had described as finding something "equally
academic to take the place" of that tradition." Dewey made the
American learned world safe for the social sciences. In the early 1900s
the academy had to restructure itself to make room for half a dozen
new departments, and for a new sort of academic who came to in­
habit them. The American academy became the privileged sanctuary
of attempts to recopstruct the American social order, and American
philosophy became a call for such reconstruction. The Deweyan
claim that moral philosophy was not the formulation of general prin­
ciples to serve as a surrogate for divine commands, but rather the ap­
plication of intelligence to social problems, gave American youth a
new way of looking at the meaning of their education and their lives.
With the New Deal, the social scientist emerged as the representative
of the academy to the public, embodying the Deweyan promise.
When, during the Depression, Stalinism recruited whole battalions
of highbrows, a small circle around Sidney Hook - Dewey's chief
disciple- kept political morality alive among the intellectuals. Philos­
ophers like Max Otto, Alexander Meiklejohn, and Horace Kallen of­
fered their students the possibility that "America's ruling passion,
the love of business," might be transformed into a love of social re­
construction. Having sat at their feet, a whole generation grew up
confident that America would show the world how to escape both
Gradgrind capitalism and revolutionary bloodshed. In the years be­
tween the wars, American philosophy not only escaped from the gen­
teel tradition, but provided moral leadership for the country. For the
first time, American philosophy professors played the sort of role
which Fichte and Hegel had once played in Germany.

By the end of the Second World War, however, the great days of
Deweyan philosophy and social science were over. The strenuous re­
formist attitude which succeeded the genteel tradition was in turn
succeeded by an urge to be scientific and rigorous. Both social scien­
tists and philosophers wanted to stop striking public attitudes and
start showing that they could be as thoroughly and exclusively pro­
fessional, and preferably as mathematical, as the natural scientists.
American sociology, whose early stages had been satirized as the
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expenditure of a five-thousand-dollar grant to discover the address of
a whorehouse, came to be satirized as the expenditure of a five-mil­
lion-dollar grant to plot the addresses of a thousand whorehouses
against a multidimensional array of socio-economic variables. Ameri­
can philosophy students realized that the previous generation­
Dewey's pupils-had exhausted the market for celebrations of Amer­
ican democracy, naturalism, and social reconstruction. Nobody could
remember what an idealist, a subjectivist, a transcendentalist, or even
an orthodox theist looked like, so nobody was interested in hearing
them criticized. New heroes were needed, and they were found among
that extraordinary body of men, the emigre scholars. A young Ameri­
can philosopher learning phenomenology from Gurwitsch or Schuetz,
or logical empiricism from Carnap or Reichenbach, was trained to
think of philosophy as a rigorous discipline, a matter of cooperation
in joint inquiry and the production of agreed-upon results. By the
mid-fifties, the victory which the pragmatists had won on native
ground over the genteel tradition seemed as remote as Emerson's vic­
tory over the Calvinists. With exacting work to be done on the struc­
ture of visual awareness or on extensional criteria of nomologicality,
there seemed no time and no need to ask what had happened in phi­
losophy before Husserl or before Russell. As logical empiricism meta­
morphosed into analytic philosophy, and succeeded in driving phe­
nomenology out into the academic shadows, American philosophers'
disinterest in moral and social questions became almost total. Courses
in moral philosophy were, for a time, little more than elaborate epis­
temological sneers at the common moral consciousness. Philosophers'
contact with colleagues in the social sciences became as minimal and
incidental as their contacts with colleagues in literature. Dewey had
predicted that philosophy would turn away from the seventeenth­
century tension between mathematical physics and the world of
common sense, and would take up new problems arising from the so­
cial sciences and the arts. But this prediction was completely off tar­
get. On the contrary, all the good old Cartesian problems which
Dewey thought he had disposed of were brought back, restated in
the formal mode of speech and surrounded by new difficulties gen­
erated by the formalism.

What Dewey had predicted for American philosophy did, however,
happen elsewhere: both in Continental philosophy and in American
highbrow literary culture. Attention to interpretation rather than
verification-to what the arts and the "sciences of man" have in
common-was the mark of the literary intellectual. One result of this
-the most important result for my present purposes-was that the
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history of philosophy began to be taken over by the highbrows.
Whereas professionalized philosophers insisted on treating the great
dead philosophers as sources of hypotheses or instructive examples
of conceptual confusion, the highbrows still treated them in the old­
fashioned way, as heroes or villains. Dewey had still attempted to tell
a great sweeping story about philosophy from Plato to himself, but
philosophers in the professionalizing period distrusted such stories as
"unscientific" and "unscholarly." So they are, but they also form a
genre of writing which is quite indispensable. Besides the need to ask
whether certain propositions asserted by Aristotle or Locke or Kant
or Kierkegaard are true or were validly inferred, there is also the need
to adopt an attitude towards such men, just as one must adopt an at­
titude towards Alcibiades and Euripides, Cromwell and Milton, Proust
and Lenin. Because the writings of the great dead philosophers form
a bundle of intertwined dialectical sequences, one has to have atti­
tudes towards many of them to justify one's attitude towards the
others. Nor can one's attitude towards Kant, for example, be inde­
pendent of one's attitudes towards Wordsworth and Napoleon. De­
veloping attitudes towards the mighty dead and their living rivals­
dividing the pantheon into the divine and the daemonic-is the whole
point of highbrow culture. The kind of name-dropping, rapid shift­
ing of context, and unwillingness to stay for an answer which this
culture encourages runs counter to everything that a professionalized
academic discipline stands for. Normally, the conflict between the
academy and this culture can remain implicit. But in the case of phi­
losophy it is bound to be expressed, if only because not even the most
professionalized philosopher can stop seeing himself, if not as the
contemporary counterpart of Plato and Kant, as at least their author­
ized commentator. So we have the conflict I described at the begin­
ning of this essay-the highbrow and the academic philosopher view­
ing each other with equal suspicion, each harping on the vices of each
other's virtues.

I want to claim that this is not a conflict which we need view with
any great concern nor try to resolve. If we understand its historical
background, we can live with its probable consequence-that philos­
ophy as a technical academic subject will remain as remote from
highbrow culture as is paleontology or classical philology. To defend
this attitude, I want to go on to say why I think that the mode of
treating the great philosophers characteristic of highbrow culture is
indispensable, and also why one should not confuse this culture with
the genteel tradition of which Santayana was complaining. I shall try
to do this by sketching the history of the emergence of highbrow
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culture, which seems to me as distinctively a nineteenth-century phe­
nomenon as the New Science and the philosophical problematic which
it created were seventeenth-century phenomena.s

Beginning in the days of Goethe and Macauley and Carlyle and
Emerson, a kind of writing has developed which is neither the evalua­
tion of the relative merits of literary productions, nor intellectual his­
tory, nor moral. philo~ophy, nor epist~mology,nor social prophecy,
but all these thmgs mmgled together mto a new genre. This genre is
often still called "literary criticism," however, for an excellent reason.
The reason is that in the course of the nineteenth century imagina­
tive literature took the place of both religion and philosophy in
forming and solacing the agonized conscience of the young. Novels
and poems are now the principal means by which a bright youth gains
a self-image. Criticism of novels is the principal form in which the
acquisition of a moral character is made articulate. We live in a cul­
ture in which putting one's moral sensitivity into words is not clearly
distinguishable from exhibiting one's literary sensibilities. Episodes
from th~ histo~y .of r~ligion and f~om the history of philosophy are
seen as mstantIatmg hterary paradigms, rather than serving as sources
of literary inspiration. The creed or the philosophical doctrine be­
comes the emblem of the novelist's character or the poet's image, ra­
ther than converseley. Philosophy is treated as a parallel genre to the
drama or the novel or the poem, so that we speak of the epistemolo­
gy common to Vaihinger and Valery, the rhetoric common to
Marlowe and Hobbes, the ethics common to E. M. Forster and G. E.
Moore. What culture criticism does not do is to ask whether Valery
wrote more beautiful lines than Marlowe, or whether Hobbes or
Moore told more truths about the good. In this form of life, the true
and the good and the beautiful drop out. The aim is to understand,
not to ju~g~. The hope is that if one understands enough poems,
enough rehglOns, enough societies, enough philosophies, one will have
made oneself into something worth one's own understanding.

To understand the relations between the genteel tradition of our
forebears and the highbrow culture criticism of the present, it helps
to look more closely at the good and the bad senses of the term
"transcendentalism" which Santayana distinguished. He contrasted
t~aI?scende.ntalist metaphysical systems, which he deplored as ego­
tistical, with what he called "transcendentalism proper." This, he
said,

like romanticism, is not any particular set of dogmas about what things
exist; it is not a system of the universe regarded as a fact.... It is a
method, a point of view, from which any work, no matter what it might
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contain, could be approached by a self-conscious observer.... It is the
chief contribution made in modern times to speculation.6

This transcendentalist point of view is the mark of the highbrow. It is
the attitude that there is no point in raising questions of truth, good­
ness, or. beauty, bec~use between ourselves and the thing judged there
always m~en:enes mmd, language, a perspective chosen among dozens,
one descnptIon chosen out of thousands. On one side, it is the lack
?f seriousnes~ which Plato attributed to poets, the "negative capabil­
ity" for which Keats praised Shakespeare. On another, it is the
Sartrean sense of absurdity which Arthur Danto suggests may befall
us when. we give up the picture theory of language and the Platonic
conceptlOn of truth as accuracy of representation. In the later
Wittgenstein, it was the wry admission that anything has a sense if
you give it a sense. In Heidegger, who hated it, it was the charter of
the modern -of what he called "the age of the worldview." In Derrida,
it is the renunci~tionof "the myth of the purely maternal or paternal
~anguage belongmg to the lost fatherland of thought. " It is crystallized
m Foucault's claim that he "writes in order to have no face."

Transcendentalism, in this sense, is the justification of the intel­
lectual who has no wish to be a scientist or a professional, who does
not think that intellectual honesty requires what Kuhn calls a "dis­
ciplinary matrix." It is what permits the attitude of the literary intel­
lectual towards science which scandalizes C. P. Snow: the view of,
say, quantum mechanics as a notoriously great, but quite untranslat­
ab~e, P?em, writ~en in a lamentably obscure language. Transcenden­
tahsm is what giVes sense to the very notion of the "highbrow"-a
notion which is post-~omantic and post-Kantian. In the eighteenth
century there ~ere Witty men and learned men and pious men, but
there were no highbrows. Not until the Romantics did books become
so various as to create readers who see what has been written as hav­
ing no containing framework, no points of reference save the books
one loves today but which may betray one tomorrow. Not until Kant
did philosophy destroy science and theology to make room for moral
faith, and not until Schiller did it seem possible that the room cleared
for morality could be occupied by art. When Santayana traced
"transcendentalism" (in the good sense) back to Kant, his point was
that Kant:s trea~ment of scientific truth makes science just one cul­
tural mamfestatIon among others. But since scientific truth has been
since the seventeenth century, the model for philosophical truth:
~ant'~ treatment of scientific truth leads to Santayana's own aesthet­
iC attItude tow~r?~ philo~ophicalvision. It was this sense of relativity
and open posslblhty whIch Santayana thought we should admire in



68 Professionalized Philosophy

Emerson -the side of Emerson that resembled Whitman rather than
the side that resembled Royce. It was precisely the inability to main­
tain this splendidly aristocratic posture which made the genteel tradi­
tion merely genteel. That tradition claimed that one could take both
scientific truth and religious truth with full seriousness and weave
them together into something new-transcendental philosophy­
which was higher than science, purer than religion, and truer than
both. This claim was what Dewey and Russell were reacting against:
Dewey by social concern, and Russell by inventing something scien­
tific and rigorous and difficult for philosophy to become. By picking
these men as heroes, two major movements in American philosophy
became obsessed with the danger of a form of cultural life which no
longer existed. American philosophers thought of themselves as
guarding against idealistic speculations, long after such speculations
had ceased to be written. They called "idealist" anything they didn't
like-anything outside their own discipline which breathed the
faintest trust in a larger hope.

The result was that culture criticism-the sort of writing done by
T. S. Eliot and Edmund Wilson, by Lionel Trilling and Paul Goodman
-was hardly visible to philosophers, though little else was visible to
the best of the students they were teaching. When the Deweyan pe­
riod ended, the moral sense of American intellectuals began to be
formed without the intervention of the philosophy professors, who
assumed that any decent kid would grow up to be the same sort of
pragmatic liberal as themselves. As Harold Bloom writes,

The teacher of literature now in America, far more than the teacher of
history or philosophy or religion, is condemned to teach the presentness
of the past, because history, philosophy and religion have withdrawn as
agents from the Scene of Instruction. . . .7

Whatever species of professor takes on the task of teaching the pres­
entness of the great dead philosophers, those philosophers will be
present at the Scene of Instruction as long as we have libraries. There
will be a Scene of Instruction as long as there is an agonized con­
science in the young. This conscience is not something which was left
behind with Calvinism in the eighteenth century nor with religion
generally in the nineteenth. If this conscience is not induced by one's
early betrayals of one's early loves, it will nevertheless be ensured,
for example, by the well-funded American academic's realization
that his colleagues in Chile and Russia are presently enduring humili­
ation and pain to amuse the guards at their prisons. Though Santayana
hoped that American culture would stop trying to solace the agonized
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conscience with metaphysical comfort, he did not think that con­
science would go away. But American philosophers came to fear that
anything which even touched upon the agonized conscience might be
construed as metaphysical comfort. They reacted either by ignoring
the great dead philosophers or by reinterpreting them so that they
would be seen as addressing properly professional issues. The result
of such reinterpretation was to obscure the presentness of the past
and to separate the philosophy professors from their students and
from transcendentalist culture. Whether the sort of links between
transcendentalist culture and academic departments of literature
which presently exist will someday be paralleled by links with phi­
losophy departments is not terribly important. It may be that Ameri­
can philosophy will continue to be more concerned with developing
a disciplinary matrix than with its antecedents or its cultural role. No
harm will be done by this, and possibly much good. The dialectical
dramas which began with Plato will continue. They will be enacted;
if not by people paid to teach Plato, then by others. These others
may not be called "philosophers" but something else, possibly "crit­
ics." Possibly they will be given a name which would seem as odd to
us as our use of "critic" would have seemed to Dr. Johnson, or our
use of "philosopher" to Socrates.

This is the conclusion I wish to draw from my survey of what has
happened in American philosophy since Santayana wrote. It amounts
to saying that professionalized philosophy mayor may not join tran­
scendentalist culture, but that it should not try to beat it. I shall end
by turning back to Santayana once again, and commending the sec­
ond of the two virtues I initially attributed to him. This was his abili­
ty to avoid the conviction that America is what history has been
leading up to, and thus that it is up to American philosophy to ex­
press the American genius, to describe a virtue as uniquely ours as
our redwoods and our rattlesnakes. This mild chauvinism was in vogue
during the Deweyan period, and occasionally we still feel nostalgia
for it. But, pace Niebuhr, Deweyan philosophy did not start from the
assumption that the American and the Industrial Revolutions had,
between them, rendered the agonized conscience obsolete. Nor, de­
spite a certain amount of hopeful rhetoric from Dewey and his dis­
ciples, did it really teach that the combination of American institu­
tions and the scientific method would produce the Good Life for
Man. Its attitude was best expressed by Sidney Hook in an essay
called "Pragmatism and the Tragic Sense of Life," which closes by
saying, "Pragmatism . . . is the theory and practice of enlarging
human freedom in a precarious and tragic world by the arts of
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intelligent social control. It may be a lost cause. I do not know of a
better one. 8 There is indeed no better cause, and the nostalgia which
philosophers in the professionalizing period have felt for the prophet­
ic Deweyan period comes from their sense that they are not doing as
much for this cause as they would like. But the defense of this cause
is only incidentally a matter of formulating moral principles, and
moral education is only incidentally a matter of choosing and de­
fending a cause. Further, although America will go down in history
as having done more for this cause than any of the great empires so
far, there is no particular reason why a nation's philosophers, or in­
deed its intellectuals, need be identified in the eyes of history with
the same virtues as its political and social institutions. There is no
reason to think that the promise of American democracy will find its
final fulfillment in America, any more than Roman law reached its
fulfillment in the Roman Empire or literary culture its fulfillment in
Alexandria. Nor is there much reason to think that the highbrow cul­
ture of whatever empire does achieve that fulfillment will resemble
our own, or that the professors of moral philosophy then will build
on principles being formulated now. Even if, through some unbeliev­
able stroke of fortune, America survives with its freedoms intact and
becomes a rallying point for the nations, the high culture of an un­
fragmented world need not center around anything specifically
American. It may not, indeed, center around anything more than
anything else: neither poetry, nor social institutions, nor mysticism,
nor depth psychology, nor novels, nor philosophy, nor physical sci­
ence. It may be a culture which is transcendentalist through and
through, whose center is everywhere and circumference nowhere. In
such a culture, Jonathan Edwards and Thomas Jefferson, Henry and
William James, John Dewey and Wallace Stevens, Charles Peirce and
Thorstein Veblen will all be present. No one will be asking which
ones are the Americans, nor even, perhaps, which ones are the phi­
losophers.
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Dewey's Metaphysics

Very near the end of his life, Dewey hoped to write a new edition of
Experience and Nature, "changing the title as well as the subject mat­
ter from Nature and Experience [sic] to Nature and Culture." In a
letter to Bentley, he says

I was dumb not to have seen the need for such a shift when the old text
was written. I was still hopeful that the philosophic word "Experience"
could be redeemed by being returned to its idiomatic usages-which was a

piece of historic folly, the hope I mean.

Around the same time, Dewey formally abjured his attempts to re­
habilitate the word "metaphysics."1 As he came to recognize, it is
hard to say in what sense Experience and Nature, which is often
called his "principal work on metaphysics,"2 is to be assimilated to
the genre which includes the central books of Aristotle's Metaphys­
ics, Spinoza's Ethics, Royce's The World and the Individual, and
similar paradigms. Dewey's book consists, very roughly, of accounts
of the historical and cultural genesis of the problems traditionally
dubbed "metaphysical," interspersed with recommendations of vari­
ous pieces of jargon which, Dewey thinks, will help us to see the ir­
reality (or, at least, the evitability) of these problems. It is easier to
think of the book as an explanation of why nobody needs a meta­
physics, rather than as itself a metaphysical system. If one thinks of
it as a book which ought to have been called Nature and Culture, one
will be tempted to assimilate it with what, for lack of a better name,
we can call the history of ideas: works such as the first book of
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t~e Metaphysics, Kant's "Amphiboly of the Concepts of Reflec­
tion," Hegel's Phenomenology, Lovejoy's Great Chain of Being, and
Foucault's The Order of Things. Given such an assimilation, one can
see. the ?ook not as an "empirical metaphysics" but as a historico­
socIOlogical study of the cultural phenomenon called "metaphysics."
It c~~ be seen as. one more version of the polemical critique of the
tradlt~on offered m Reconstruction in Philosophy and The Quest for
Certaznty.

~o~ m.ost of his life, however, Dewey would not have relished this
assImIlatIOn. For bett~r <:>r worse, he wanted to write a metaphysical
system. T~roughout hiS life, he wavered between a therapeutic stance
to~ard philosophy and another, quite different, stance-one in which
philosophy was to become "scientific" and "empirical" and to do
somet~ing serio~s, systematic, important, and constructive. Dewey
sometimes descnbed philosophy as the criticism of culture, but he
was never quite content to think of himself as a kibitzer or a thera­
pist or an intellectual historian. He wanted to have things both ways.
When Santayana, reviewing Experience and Nature remarked that
"naturalistic metaphysics" was a contradiction in te~ms,3 Dewey re­
sponded as follows:

This is the extent and method of my "metaphysics": -the large and con­
stant features of human sufferings, enjoyments, trials, failures and suc­
cesses together with the institutions of art, science, technology, politics,
and religion which mark them, communicate genuine features of the world
within which man lives. The method differs no whit from that of any in­
vestigator who, by making certain observations and experiments, and by
utilizing the existing body of ideas available for calculation and interpreta­
tion, concludes that he really succeeds in finding out something about
some limited aspect of nature. If there is any novelty in Experience and
Nature, it is not, I should say, this "metaphysics" which is that of the
common man, but lies in the use made of the method to understand a
group of special problems which have troubled philosophy.4

~n this passage, Dewey wants to say simultaneously "I am just clear­
m~ away the dead wood of the philosophical tradition" and "I am
usm~ .my own po~erfu~ invention -the application of scientific and
empmcal method m philosophy-to do so." But two generations of
commentators have been puzzled to say what method might produce
"~ state!llent of the generic traits manifested by existences of all
kmds without regard to their differentiation into mental and physi­
cal"s ~hil~ differing ','no whit" from that employed by the labora­
tory SCientist. Nor has it been any clearer how displaying such generic
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traits could either avoid banality or dissolve traditional philosophical
problems.

Yet another way of putting this tension in Dewey's thought is sug­
gested by some remarks of Sidney Hook, describing Dewey's view of
the place of philosophy in culture:

Traditional metaphysics has always been a violent and logically impossible
attempt to impose some parochial scheme of values upon the cosmos in
order to justify or undermine a set of existing social institutions by a pre­
tended deduction from the nature of Reality.... But once crack the
shell of any metaphysical doctrine, what appears is Hot verifiable knowl­
edge but a directing bias ... the preeminent subject matter of philos­
ophy has been the relation between things and values. 6

Given this view, one has a dilemma: either Dewey's metaphysics dif­
fers fro~ "tra~itional metaphysics" in not having a directing bias
concernmg socIal values because Dewey has found an "empirical"
way of doing metaphysics which abstracts from any such biases
and values, or else when Dewey falls into his vein of talking of the
"generic traits manifested by existences of all kinds" he is in slightly
bad faith. The first horn of this dilemma is not one which any
Deweyan would want grasped. The best thing about Dewey, one may
well feel, is that he did not, like Plato, pretend to be a "spectator of
a~l time and eternity," but used philosophy (even that presumably
hIghest and purest form of philosophy-metaphysics itself) as an in­
strum~nt o~. social cha~¥~. Even if, ~omehow, one could explain
what empmcal method m metaphysIcS came down to, it ought not
(on Dewey's own principles) to be something with the magisterial
neutrality which traditionally belongs to a discipline that offers us
"generic traits of existence of all kinds." Even if Dewey could explain
what is "observational and experimental" about Experience and Na­
ture, his own remarks about observation and experiment as tools
for solving some given problem involving social values should be
brought to bear upon his own work. If, as I have said, the actual con­
tent of Experience and Nature is a series of analyses of how such
pseudo-"problems of philosophy" as subject-object and mind-versus­
~atter arose ~n? how they can be dissolved, the nature of that project
IS clear. But It IS also clear that the talk of "observation and experi­
ment" is as irrelevant to the accomplishment of the project as it was
to the great predecessor of all such works of philosophy-as-criticism­
of-culture, Hegel's Phenomenology.

This point is well brought out by Hook's contrast between the log­
ical positivists' attitude toward philosophical problems and Dewey's
own:
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Dewey had shown that most of the traditional problems of philosophy
were pseudo-problems, i.e., they could not be solved even in their own
terms. In a much more formal way the logical empiricists did the same
thing and stopped. But instead of stopping with the demonstration of the
logical futility of continuing the controversy over formulations which in
principle could never be adequate to any concrete problems, Dewey went
on to inquire what the genuine conflicts were which lay at the bottom of
fruitless verbal disputes. 7

This seems to me an accurate account of the relevant differences, and
also to help explain various changes of fashion in the last forty years
or so of the history of American philosophy. Deweyan naturalism,
~fter a period of dominance, was shoved off the American philosoph­
I~a~ ~cene for a couple of decades, during the heyday of logical em­
pmcism. This can easily be explained if one is willing to grant that
writers like Russell, Carnap, Ayer, and Black were doing a better job
of showing the "pseudo-ness" of pseudo-problems than Dewey had
been able to do. They could do so because they had the virtues of
their vices. What now seems to us (in the light of, for example, Quine's
and Sellars's criticisms of its assumptions) the dogmatism and artifi­
ciality of the logical empiricist movement was precisely what permit­
ted this movement to criticize the tradition so sharply and so effec­
tively. Following Kant in wishing to put philosophy upon the secure
path of a science, and writing as if Hegel had never lived, the logical
empiricists carried assumptions common to Descartes, Locke, and
Kant to their logical conclusion and thus reduced the traditional
~roblematic of philosophy to absurdity. By exhibiting the implica­
tIOns of the quest for certainty, and the inability to resist Hume's
conclusions once one had adopted Descartes' spectatorial account of
knowledge and what Austin called "the ontology of the sensible
manifold," they made clear what Dewey had been unable to make
clear: just why the pictures common to the great philosophers of the
modern period had to be abandoned.

But in doing this, the logical empiricists encompassed their own
destruction, as Austin pointed out against Ayer, and Wittgenstein
against Russell, ~oore, and his earlier self. "Oxford philosophy,"
an even shorter-hved movement than logical empiricism, helped us
see how logical empiricism had been the reductio ad absurdum of a
tradition, not the criticism of that tradition from the standpoint of
magisterial "logical" neutrality which it had thought itself to be. The
narrowness and artificiality of the dualisms which logical empiricists
p~esupposed enabled them to do what Dewey, precisely because of
hIS broader scope and his ability to see the tradition in perspective,
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had not. Dewey's inquiry into "the genuine conflicts which lay ~t t~e
bottom of fruitless verbal disputes" had the vices of its virtues: 1t dIS­
tracted attention from the way in which, in their own terms, the
Cartesian-Humean-Kantian assumptions were self-refuting. The posi­
tivists and later the "Oxford philosophers" brought these internal
contradictions to much sharper focus than had Dewey and his fol-
lowers, just because their vision was so much narrow~r.. .

Hook's account also helps explain the current revIval of mterest m
Dewey. The working out of the pseudo-ness of pseudo-problems is by
now familiar. Philosophers would like something new to do. As usual
when their fountains of inspiration dry up, English-speaking philoso­
phers are looking to the Continent for some new ideas, and what they
find there is just what Dewey hoped for. In 1930, Dewey wrote:

Intellectual prophecy is dangerous; but if I read the signs of the times
aright, the next synthetic movement in philosophy will emerge when the
significance of the social sciences and arts has become the object of reflec­
tive attention in the same way that mathematical and physical sciences
have been made the objects of thought in the past, and when their full

import is grasped.8

In such writers as Habermas and Foucault, we find just the sort of
attention Dewey wanted paid to the cultural matri~ in which '~the
idea of a social science" arose and to the problems whIch the dubIOus
self-understanding of the social sciences engenders in debates on so­
cial ~nd political questions. In writers like Derrida (and some Ameri­
can philosophers who admire Derrida's work, like Cavell and Danto),
one finds questions about the relation between philosophy and nov­
els, philosophy and theater, phil~sophy and film,. emerging. to replace
the traditional Kantian, Husserhan, and Carnaplan questions about
the relation between philosophy on the one hand, and mathematical
physics and introspective psychology on the other. This is not,. ob­
viousiy, the first time in the history o~ philoso~hythat SUc? questIOns
have been raised; one need onlythmk of NIetzsche, Dilthey, and
Cassirer. So I do not want to prophesy that, having finally overcom~
the Kantian obsession with modeling philosophy on "the mathematI­
cal and physical sciences" and with the data and methods of these
sciences as principal loci of philosophical inquiry, we are now about
to enter a golden age of philosophy under the aegis of Hegelian his­
toricism. I confess I hope that that is the case, but the hope may be
idle. For present purposes, I simply note that Dewey is just the phi­
losopher one might want to reread if one were turning from Kant to
Hegel, from a "metaphysics of experience" to a study of cultural
development.
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This contrast brings me back from an excursus on recent philo­
sophical fashions to the tension in Dewey's thought which I want to
discuss. To give one more illustration of this tension, consider Dewey's
devastating remark about the tradition: "Philosophy has assumed for
its function a knowledge of reality. This fact makes it a rival instead
of a complement to the sciences.,,9 To pursue this line of thought
consistently, one must renounce the notion of an "empirical meta­
physics" as wholeheartedly as one has already renounced a "transcen­
dental account of the possibility of experience." I see no way to recon­
cile such passages as this, which I think represent Dewey at his best,
with his answer to Santayana-his talk of "generic traits." Sympa­
thetic expositors of Dewey-as-metaphysician -such as Hofstadter, who
describes "the aim of metaphysics, as a general theory of existence"
as "the discovery of the basic types of involvements and their rela­
tionships"lo -cannot, I think, explain why we need a discipline at
that level of generality, nor how the results of such "discoveries" can
be anything but trivial. Would anyone-including Dewey himself­
really believe that there is a discipline that could somehow do for
"the basic types of involvement," something left undone by novelists,
sociologists, biologists, poets, and historians? All one might want a
philosopher to do is to synthesize the novels, poems, histories, and
sociologies of the day into some larger unity. But such syntheses are,
in fact, offered us on all sides, in every discipline. To be an intellec­
tual, rather than simply to "do research," is precisely to reach for
some such synthesis. Nothing save the myth that there is something
special called "philosophy" that provides the paradigm of a synthetic
discipline, and a figure called "the philosopher" who is the paradigm
of the intellectual, suggests that the professional philosopher's work
is incomplete unless he has drawn up a list of the "generic traits of
all existence" or discovers "the basic types of involvements.,,11

So far I have been saying that it is unlikely that we shall find, in
Experience and Nature, anything which can be called a "metaphysics
of experience" as opposed to a therapeutic treatment of the tradition
-on the ground that Dewey's own view of the nature and function
of philosophy precludes it. To confirm this, one needs to look at
what Dewey actually says about experience in this book, and I shall
do so shortly. But first I want to insert an account of one of Dewey's
earlier views-the notion of "philosophy as psychology" which he
held in the 1880s and which became the center of a controversy with
Shadworth Hodgson. Turning back the pages to the beginnings of
Dewey's philosophical career will show us, I think, why he thought it
was so important to "redescribe experience" and will also suggest
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why he was tempted to describe that redescription as "the whole of
philosophy." Dewey was a hedgehog rather than a fox; he spent his
life trying to articulate and restate a single vision, and in the writings
of his third decade he already exhibits the tension I have claimed to
find in the later writings.

Hodgson reacts indignantly to Dewey's youthful claim that "Psy­
chology is the completed method of philosophy, because in it science
and philosophy, fact and reason, 'are one." He writes:

The passage [in Dewey's articles] which comes nearest to a description of
the method of psychology is the following:

But the very essence of psychology as method is that it treats of ex­
perience in its absolute totality, not setting up some one aspect of
it to account for the whole, as, for example, our physical evolution­
ists do, nor yet attempting to determine its nature from something
outside and beyond itself, as, for example, our so-called empirical
psychologists have done.

The method is here described by negatives only. It consists in the precepts
to avoid the faults exemplified by the physical evolutionists on the one
hand and the empirical psychologists on the other. But as to any positive
direction how to go to work in investigation, there is a blank. This is quite
what we should expect from the identification of psychology with trans­
cendental philosophy.12

Hodgson's criticism is, I think, entirely justified. It parallels
Santayana's criticism of the possibility of a "naturalistic metaphysic,"
and neatly singles out a recurrent flaw in Dewey's work: his habit of
announcing a bold new positive program when all he offers, and all
he needs to offer, is criticism of the tradition. "Psychology as meth­
od" was only the first of a series of resounding but empty slogans
that Dewey employed, but it is important to see why this particular
slogan attracted him. He ends one of the articles attacked by Hodgson
by saying:

The conclusion of the whole matter is that a "being like man," since self­
conscious, is an individualized universe, and hence that his nature is the
proper material of philosophy, and in its wholeness the only material.
Psychology is the science of this nature, and no dualism in it, or in ways of
regarding it, is tenable. 13

In this passage, and in the pages leading up to it, we get the following
doctrines: (1) most of the troubles philosophy has encountered stem
from untenable dualisms; (2) traditional empiricism (as represented
by Hume, Bain, and Hodgson) puts forward a "partial account of
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experience" which separates percepts from concepts;14 (3) the way
to overcome such dualisms as those produced by empiricism's separa­
tion of percepts from concepts, and thus of consciousness from self­
consciousness, is "psychology," the discipline which tells us that no
such separations are possible. In his reply to Hodgson, Dewey never
really answers Hodgson's question about what the method of psy­
chology might be, but blandly says

I speak, not as a Germanizing transcendentalist, but according to my
humble lights as a psychologist, when I say that I know nothing of a per­
ceptual order apart from a conceptual, and nothing of an agent or bearer
apart from the content which it bears. As a psychologist, I see the possibil­
ity of abstractly analyzing each from the other, and if I were as fond of
erecting the results of an analysis into real entities as Mr. Hodgson believes
me to be, I should suppose that they were actually distinct as concrete
experiences. But, sticking fast to what Psychology teaches me, I must hold
that they are aspects, analytically arrived at, of the one existing reality­
conscious experience. IS

It was not, of course, "psychology" which taught Dewey this, but
rather T. H. Green, who had spent a great deal of energy reiterating
Kant's criticism of Hume, viz. that no set of percepts juggled about
could produce self-consciousness, and who drew the moral that the
British empiricist notion of a sensory impression was a confusion
between a physiological causal process and a self-conscious percep­
tual beli~U6 Dewey, however, is not content to let Green's analysis
of expenence be a better one than Bain's and Hodgson's Humean ac­
count: he needs to insist that what Green tells us is also told us by
experience itself:

We may see how the matter stands by inquiring what would be the effect
upon philosophy if self-consciousness were not an experienced fact, i.e., if
it were not one actual stage in that realization of the universe by an
individual which is defined as constituting the sphere of psychology. The
result would be again, precisely, that no such thing as philosophy, under
any theory of its nature whatever, is possible. Philosophy, it cannot be too
often repeated, consists simply in viewing things sub specie aeternitatis or
in ordine ad universum. ... To deny, therefore, that self-consciousness
is a matter of psychological experience is to deny the possibility of any
philosophy. I?

Though Dewey was soon to recant this definition of philosophy,
he was never to escape the notion that what he himself said about
experience described what experience itself looked like, whereas
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what others said of experience was a confusion between the data and
the products of their analyses. Others might be transcendentalizing
metaphysicians, but he was a "humble psychologist." Other philos­
ophers produced dualisms, he was to insist throughout his life, be­
cause they "erected the results of an analysis into real entities." But
a nondualistic account of experience, of the sort Dewey himself pro­
posed, was to be a true return to die Sache selbst. Though he gave up
the term "psychology" for his own "philosophical method," replac­
ing it with still vaguer notions like "scientific method in philosophy"
and "experimentalism in metaphysics," he was always to insist that
his opponents were those who erected dualisms because they "aban­
doned the acknowledgement of the primacy and ultimacy of gross
experience-primary as it is given in an uncontrolled form, ultimate
as it is given in a more regulated and significant form - a form made
possible by the methods and results of reflective experience. "18 What
exasperated Hodgson in the 1880s was to exasperate another genera­
tion of critics in the 1930s. These critics welcomed with enthusiasm
Dewey's suggestions about the cause and cure of traditional empiri­
cisms and rationalisms, but were unable to see much point in Dewey's
own "constructive" attempts to produce a philosophical jargon that
was dualism-free, nor in his claim to be more "empirical" in method
than his opponents.

To conclude this look at Dewey's earliest formulation of a pro­
gram and method, I think we can see from the passages I have cited
how easy it would have been for him, once he had, as he put it,
"drifted away from Hegelianism,"19 to have tried to do justice both
to his earlier belief that the Kant-Hegel-Green critique of empiricism
was the key to an understanding of man, and to his growing distrust
of philosophy as a view of the universe sub specie aeternitatis . His
resolution of the conflict amounted to saying: there must be a stand­
point from which experience can be seen in terms of some "generic
traits" which, once recognized, will make it impossible for us to de­
scribe it in these misleading ways which generate the subject-object
and mind-matter dualisms that have been the dreary topics of tradi­
tional philosophical controversy. This viewpoint would not be sub
specie aeternitatis, since it would emphasize precisely the temporal­
ity and contingency which Augustine and Spinoza used the notion
of "eternity" to exclude. But it would resemble traditional meta­
physics in providing a permanent neutral matrix for future inquiry.
Such a naturalistic metaphysics would say, "Here is what experience
is really like, before dualistic analysis has done its fell work." Such
a philosophy would thus enjoy the benefit of that "immense release
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and liberation"20 which young Dewey had found in Hegel, while
spurning all temptations toward "German transcendentalizing."

Some such notion of doing equal justice to Hegel and to "natural­
ism" lies behind the project Dewey set himself in Experience and Na­
ture, and I hope this backward look at the young Dewey may have
helped lend additional plausibility to the criticisms I now want to
make of that book. The first and most general criticism just repeats
~antayana's claim that "naturalistic metaphysics" is a contradiction
m terms. One can put this point best, perhaps, by saying that no man
can serve both Locke and Hegel. Nobody can claim to offer an "em­
pirical" account of something called "the inclusive integrity of 'ex­
pe~ience,'" nor take this "integrated unity as the starting point for
phIlosophic thought, "21 if he also agrees with Hegel that the starting
point of philosophic thought is bound to be the dialectical situation
in which one finds oneself caught in one's own historical period-the
problems of the men of one's time. Only someone who thought, with
Locke, that we can free ourselves from the problems of the day and
pursue a "plaiJ?' historical method" in examining ,the emergence of
complex expenences out of simple ones would have written the fol­
lowing:

That the physiological organism with its structure, whether in man or in
the lower animals, is concerned with making adaptations and uses of ma­
terial in the interest of maintenance of the life-process, cannot be denied.
The brain and nervous system are primarily organs of action-undergoing;
biologically it can be asserted without contravention that primary experi­
ence is of a corresponding type. Hence, unless there is breach of historic
and natural continuity, cognitive experience must originate within that of
a noncognitive sort.22

Again, only someone who thought that a proper account of the
"generic tr~its" of experience could cross the line between physiolo­
gy and socIOlogy - between causal processes and the self-conscious
beliefs and inferences that they make possible-would have written
th~ c~~pter in Experience and Nature called "Nature, Life and Body­
Mmd, or have attempted to develop a jargon that would apply
equally to plants, nervous systems, and physicists. 23 But this return
to ~ockean n:o~es of t~ought, under the aegis of Darwin, betrayed
preCIs,ely the mSlght WhICh I?ewey owed to Green: that nothing is to
be gamed for an understandmg of human knowledge by running to­
gether the vocabularies in which we describe the causal antecedents
of knowledge with those in which we offer justifications of our claims
to knowledge. Dewey's naturalistic metaphysics hoped to eliminate
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epistemological problems by offering an up-to-date version of Locke's
"plain, historical method." But what Green and Hegel had seen, and
Dewey himself saw perfectly well except when he was sidetracke?
into doing "metaphysics," was that we can eliminate epistemologI­
cal problems by eliminating the assumption that justification must
repose on something other than social practices and human needs.
To say, as Dewey wants to, that to gain knowledge is to solve prob­
lems, one does not need to find "continuities" between nervous sys­
tems and people, or between "experience" and "nature." One does
not need to justify our claim to know that, say, a given action was the
best we could take by noting that the brain is an "organ of action­
undergoing," any more than by pointing out that the particles which
make up the brain are undergoing some actions themselves. Dewey,
in short, confuses two ways of revolting against philosophical dual­
isms. The first way is to point out that the dualism is imposed by a
tradition for specific cultural reasons, but has now outlived its use­
fulness. This is the Hegelian way-the way Dewey adopts in "An
Empirical Survey of Empiricisms." The second is to describe the phe­
nomenon in a nondualistic way which emphasizes "continuity be­
tween lower and higher processes." This is the Lockean way-the
way which led Locke to assimilate all mental acts to raw feels, thus
paving the way for Humean skepticism. It was this assimilation which
provoked Kant's remark that whereas Leibniz "intellectualized" ap­
pearances, "Locke sensualized all concepts of the understanding"24
and which led German thought to turn away from the "naturalism"
which Locke seemed to represent. Its reappearance in Experience
and Nature led the logical empiricists to accuse Dewey of confusing
"psychological" with "conceptual" issues.

Dewey wanted to be as naturalistic as Locke and as historicist as
Hegel. This can indeed be done. One can say with Locke that the
causal processes that go on in the human organism suffice, without
the intrusion of anything non-natural, to explain the acquisition of
knowledge (moral, mathematical, empirical, and political). One can
also say, with Hegel, that rational criticism of knowledge-claims is al­
ways in terms of the problems that human beings face at a particular
epoch, These two lines of thought neither intersect nor conflict.
Keeping them separate has the virtue of doing just what Dewey
wanted to do-preventing the formulation of the traditional, skepti­
cally motivated "problems of epistemology." But it also leaves "sys­
tematic philosophy" or "metaphysics" with little to do. Dewey never
quite brought himself to adopt the Bouwsma-like stance that philos­
ophy's mission, like that of therapy, was to make itself obsolete. So
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he thought, in Experience and Nature, to show what the discovery of
the true "generic traits" of experience could do.

To make this line of criticism a bit more specific, consider Dewey's
treatment of the mind-body problem. He thought to "solve" this
problem by avoiding both the crudity and paradox of materialism
and the "unscientific" theorizing offered by traditional dualisms. The
solution is to say that

Feelings make sense; as immediate meanings of events or objects, they are
sensations, or more properly, sensa. Without language, the qualities of
organic action that are feelings are pains, pleasures, odors, noises, tones,
only potentially and proleptically. With language, they are discriminated
and identified. They are then "objectified"; they are immediate traits of
things. This "objectification" is not 'a miraculous ejection from the organ­
ism or soul into external things, nor an illusory attribution of psychical
entities to physical things. The qualities never were "in" the organism;
they always were qualities of interactions in which both extra-organic
things and organisms partake.25

Such phrases a~ "qualities of interactions" soothe those who do not
see a mind-body problem and provoke those who do. Tell us more,
the latter say, about these interactions: are they interactions between
people and tables, say? Is my interaction with this table brown, rather
than, as I had previously thought, the table being brown? Is Dewey
saying something more than that nobody would know that the table
was brown unless he understood what the word "brown" meant? Is
that, in turn, to make the Kantian point that there are no divisions
between objects, or between objects and their qualities, until concepts
have been used to give sense to feelings? But can that point be made
without committing oneself to transcendental idealism? Have we
solved the problem of the relation between the empirical self and the
material world only to wind up once again with a transcendental ego
constituting both?

~his sequence of rhetorical questions expresses the exasperation
whIch readers of Dewey often feel at his attempt to be as common­
sensically realistic as Aristotle while somehow sounding as idealistic
as Kant .and Green. There is obviously some sense in which Dewey
agrees WIth Kant that only the transcendental idealist can be an em­
pirical realist. I think the sense is this: Dewey believed that only
someone who broke with Humean empiricism in the way in which
Kant and Green did, who recognized that intuitions without concepts
were blind, and that no data were ever "raw," could say that both
brown tables and swirls of colorless atoms were equally "given in
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experience." That is, he thought that what Sellars has called "the
clash between the scientific and the manifest images of man" could
be resolved only by taking commonsense concepts like "brown" and
"ugly" and "painful" and "table" as qualities of one sort of inter­
action and scientific concepts like "atom" and "mass" as qualities of
another. What Kant had called "the constitution of the empirical
world by synthesis of intuitions under concepts," Dewey wanted to
call "interactions in which both extra-organic things and organisms
partake." But he wanted this harmless-sounding naturalistic phrase
to have the same generality, and to accomplish the same epistemolog­
ical feats, which Kant's talk of the "constitution of objects" had per­
formed. He wanted phrases like "transaction with the environment"
and "adaptation to conditions" to be simultaneously naturalistic and
transcendental-to be common-sensical remarks about human per­
ception and knowledge viewed as the psychologist views 'it and also
to be expressions of "generic traits of existence." So he blew up no­
tions like "transaction" and "situation" until they sounded as mys­
terious as "prime matter" or "thing-in-itself." He made it sound as if
what the table really was, was neither an ugly brown thing whose hard
edges bumped people, nor yet a swirl of particles, but something
common to both-sheer potentiality, ready to be transformed in a
situation. He wanted, in a way, just what he had wanted in the 1880s
-that psychology and metaphysics should be one. But the way in
which they were to be made one consisted merely in lifting the vo­
cabulary of the evolutionary biologist out of the laboratory and
using it to describe everything that could ever count as "Knowledge."
It can, of course, be so used. But no problems are solved by doing so,
any more than they were solved by Locke's "sensualization" of con­
cepts.

To return to the mind-body problem, the passage I quoted about
secondary qualities as "qualities of interactions in which both extra­
organic things and organisms partake" leads one naturally to ask:
what qualities do those two sorts of things have when they are not
interacting? And here Dewey always turns naturalistic and common­
sensical on us. Suddenly dropping talk of the "generic traits of exis­
tences," we are told that what is interacting is just the good old table,
and the good old human body of common sense, or else two swirls
of particles, or any other nongeneric description you like. If Dewey
had, like Ryle and Sellars and Wittgenstein and Heidegger, confined
himself to remarking that without the spectator model of knowledge
we should never have had a mind-body problem in the first place, he
would have been on firm ground, and would (I think) have said all
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that needs to be said. But, once again, he wanted not merely skepti­
cal diagnosis but also constructive metaphysical system-building. The
system that was built in Experience and Nature sounded idealistic,
and its solution to the mind-body problem seemed one more invoca­
tion of the transcendental ego, because the level of generality to which
Dewey ascends is the same level at which Kant worked, and the
model of knowledge is the same-the constitution of the knowable
by the cooperation of two unknowables. Sounding like Kant is a fate
that will overtake any systematic account of human knowledge which
purports to supplant both physiological Lockean accounts and soci­
ological Hegelian accounts by something still more generic. The
"ontology of the sensible manifold" is the common destiny of all
philosophers who try for an account of subject-and-object, mind-and­
body, which has this generic quality.

I have now made all the criticisms of Dewey's "naturalistic meta­
physics" which I have to make, and I should like to end by offering
a brief encomium on what Dewey accomplished, sometimes despite
himself. Dewey set out to show the harm which traditional philo­
sophical dualisms were doing to our culture, and he thought that to
do this job he needed a metaphysics-a description of the generic
traits of existences that would solve (or dissolve) the traditional prob­
lems of philosophy, as well as open up new avenues for cultural de­
velopment. I think that he was successful in this latter, larger, aim; he
is one of the few philosophers of our century whose imagination was
expansive enough to envisage a culture shaped along lines different
from those we have developed in the West during the last three hun­
dred years. Dewey's mistake-and it was a trivial and unimportant
mistake, even though I have devoted most of this essay to it-was
the notion that criticism of culture had to take the form of a rede­
scription of "nature" or "experience" or both. Had Dewey written
the book called Nature and Culture, which was to replace Experience
and Nature, he might have felt able to forget the Aristotelian and
Kantian models and simply have been Hegelian all the way, as he was
in much of his other (and best) work.

By being "Hegelian" I mean here treating the cultural develop­
ments which Kant thought it was the task of philosophy to preserve
and protect as simply temporary stopping-places for the World-Spirit.
Kant thought that there were three permanent data of philosophy:
(l) Newtonian physics and the resulting conception of a unified sci­
ence centering on mathematical descriptions of micro-structures; (2)
the common moral consciousness of a North German Pietist; (3) the
sense of delicacy, of playful freedom from the imperatives of scientific
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inquiry and moral duty, offered by the eighteenth-century aesthetic
consciousness. The aim of philosophy was to preserve these cultural
accomplishments by drawing the lines between them (preferably
writing a separate book about each) and showing how they/coul~ be
rendered compatible with one another and made "necessary." Phl1os­
ophy, for Kant, as it had been for Aristotle, was a matter of drawing
boundaries to keep scientific inquiry from interfering with morals,
the aesthetic from interfering with the scientific, and so on. For
Hegel, on the other hand, Newtonian physics, the contrite conscious­
ness, and the delight in landscape gardens were brief episodes in the
development of spirit: stepping-stones on the way to a culture that
would encompass all of these without dividing them from one anoth­
er. For Dewey, the quests for truth, for moral virtue, and for aesthetic
bliss are seen as distinct and potentially competing activities only if
one thinks of truth as "accuracy of representation," of moral virtue
as purity of heart, and of beauty as "purpo~iveness.wi~out purpo~e."
He did not question the accuracy of Kant s descnptlOn of the eIgh­
teenth century's ways of thinking of these things, but with Hegel, he
questioned the necessity of staying in the eighteenth century.

If one abandons the Kantian distinctions, one will not think of
philosophy as a matter of solving philosophical problems (for exam­
ple, of having a theory of the relation between sense-experience and
theoretical knowledge whi~h will reconcile rationalists and empiri­
cists, or a theory of the relation between mind and body which will
reconcile materialists and panpsychists). One will think of it as a mat­
te~ of putting aside the distinctions that permitted the formulation
of the problems in the first place. Dewey, I suggested earlier, wa~ not
as good at dissolving philosophical problems as the followers of eIther
the early or the later Wittgenstein- but he had a larger aim in view.
He wanted to sketch a culture that would not continually give rise
to new versions of the old problems, because it would no longer
make the distinctions between Truth, Goodness, and Beauty which
engender such problems.

In doing this larger job, his chief enemy was the notion of Truth as
accuracy of representation, the notion later to be attacked by
Heidegger, Sartre, and Foucault. Dewey thought that if he could break
down this notion, if scientific inquiry could be seen as adapting and
coping rather than copying, the continuity between science, morals,
and art would become apparent. We would no longer ask ourselves
questions about the "purity" of works of art or of our experience of
them. We would be receptive to notions like Derrida's-that language
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is not a device for representing reality, but a reality in which we live
and move. We would be receptive to the diagnosis of traditional phi­
losophy which Sartre and Heidegger offer us-as the attempt to es­
cape from time into the eternal, from freedom into necessity, from
action into contemplation. We would see the social sciences not as
awkward and unsuccessful attempts to imitate the physicists' ele­
gance, certainty, and freedom from concern with "value," but as sug­
gestions for ways of making human lives into works of art. We would
see modern physics both as Snow sees it-as the greatest human ac­
complishment of the century-and as Kuhn sees it, as one more epi­
sode in a series of crises and intervening calms, a series that will
never terminate in "the discovery of the truth," the finally accurate
representation of reality.

Finally, we might move out from under the shadow of Kant's no­
tion that something called a "metaphysics of experience" is needed
to provide the "philosophical basis" for the criticism of culture, to
the realization that philosophers' criticisms of culture are not more
"scientific," more "fundamental," or more "deep" than those of
labor leaders, literary critics, retired statesmen, or sculptors. Philos­
ophers would no longer seem spectators of all time and eternity, or
(like social scientists) unsuccessful imitators of the physical sciences,
because the scientists themselves would not be seen as spectators or
representers. Philosophers could be seen as people who work with
the history of philosophy and the contemporary effects of those ideas
called "philosophic" upon the rest of the culture-the remnants of
past attempts to describe the "generic traits of existences." This is a
modest, limited enterprise-as modest and limited as carving stones
into new shapes, or finding more basic elementary particles. But it
sometimes produces great achievements, and Dewey's work is one of
those achievements. It is great not because it provides an accurate
representation of the generic traits of nature or experience or cul­
ture or anything else. Its greatness lies in the sheer provocativeness of
its suggestions about how to slough off our intellectual past, and
about how to treat that past as material for playful experimentation
rather than as imposing tasks and responsibilities upon us. Dewey's
work helps us put aside that spirit of seriousness which artists tradi­
tionally lack and philosophers are traditionally supposed to maintain.
For the spirit of seriousness can only exist in an intellectual world in
which human life is an attempt to attain an end beyond life, an escape
from freedom into the atemporal. The conception of such a world is
still built into our education and our common speech, not to mention
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the attitudes of philosophers toward their work. But Dewey did his
best to help us get rid of it, and he should not be blamed if he occa­
sionally came down with the disease he was trying to cure.

Notes

1. Cf. John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentley. A Philosophical Correspondence 1932­
1951, ed. S. Ratner and J. Altman (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press. 1964). p. 643.
for the suggested title change. Cf. "Experience and Existence: A Comment." Philosophy
and Phenomenological Research. 9 (1949): 712 ff.• for a renunciation of "metaphysics."

2. E.g., by Arthur E. Murphy. in "Dewey'S Epistemology and Metaphysics" in The
Philosophy of John Dewey. ed. P. A. Schilpp (Evanston and Chicago: Tudor Publishing Co.•
1939). p. 219.

3. "Dewey'S Naturalistic Metaphysics," reprinted in Schilpp, op. cit.• p. 245.
4. Dewey, "'Half-Hearted Naturalism·... Journal ofPhilosophy, 24 (1927): 59.
5. Dewey. Experience and Nature (New York: W. W. Norton, 1929). p. 412.
6. Sidney Hook, John Dewey (New York: John Day. 1939), pp. 34-35.
7. Ibid., p. 44.
8. "From Absolutism to Experimentalism" (1930), reprinted in John Dewey on Ex­

perience, Nature and Freedom. ed. Richard J. Bernstein (New York: The Library of Liberal
Arts, 1960). p. 18.

9. The Quest for Certainty (New York: Minton. Balch. 1929), p. 309. I pursue the
analogies between this strand in Dewey's thought and Heidegger's criticism of "metaphysics"
in Essay 3, above.

10. Albert Hofstadter. "Concerning a Certain Deweyan Conception of Metaphysics." in
John Dewey: Philosopher ofScience and Freedom, ed. Sidney Hook (New York: Dial Press.
1949). p. 269. For criticism of this sort of view, see Hook's discussion of Randall in The
Quest for Being (New York: St. Martin's Press. 1961). pp. 163 ff.

11. Here again there is a useful analogy to be drawn with Heidegger. The notion that
one should discover "the basic types of involvements" is just what led Heidegger to draw up
a list of Existentiale in Sein und Zeit. The realization that this was part of the "humanist"
tradition of metaphysics which he wished to set aside led him. in his later work. to renounce
any such project.

12. Shadworth Hodgson, "Illusory Psychology." an attack on Dewey originally pub­
lished in Mind for 1886, and reprinted in The Early Works ofJohn Dewey, 1 (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press. 1969). This passage appears in that volume at p.lvi. and
the two passages cited from Dewey at pp. 157-158 and pp. 161-162 respectively.

13. From "Psychology as Philosophic Method." Early Works. 1. pp. 166-167.
14. For the notion of "empiricism" as the view in which a "partial account of exper­

ience, or rather account of partial experience, is put forward as the totality," see Early
Works. 1. p. 161.

15. Early Works. I. pp. 171-172.
16. Cf. T. H. Green, Works. 1 (London. 1885). pp. 13-19. Green's point in this passage

is made explicitly by Dewey in one of the essays which Hodgson is criticizing ("The Psycho­
logical Standpoint." Early Works. 1. pp. 125-126). Note also Dewey's often cited tribute to
Green (Early Works. 1. p. 153). For Green's and Dewey's central point against Hume
clothed in modern dress, see Sellars, "Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind." sect.
VI (reprinted in his Science, Perception and Reality [London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,

Dewey's Metaphysics 89



6

Philosophy as a Kind of Writing:
An Essay on Derrida

I

Here is one way to look at physics: there are some invisible things
which are parts of everything else and whose behavior determines
the way everything else works. Physics is the search for an accurate
description of those invisible things, and it proceeds by finding bet­
ter and better explanations of the visible. Eventually, by way of
microbiological accounts of the mental, and through causal accounts
of the mechanisms of language, we shall be able to see the physicists'
accumulation of truths about the world as itself a transaction between
these invisible things.

Here is another way of looking at physics: the physicists are men
looking for new interpretations of the Book of Nature. After each
pedestrian period of normal science, they dream up a new model, a
new picture, a new vocabulary, and then they announce that the true
meaning of the Book has been discovered. But, of course, it never is,
any more than is the true meaning of Coriolanus or the Dunciad or
the Phenomenology of Spirit or the Philosophical Investigations.
What makes them physicists is that their writings are commentaries
on the writings of earlier interpreters of Nature, not that they all are
somehow "talking about the same thing," the invisibilia Dei sive
naturae toward which their inquiries steadily converge.

Here is a way of thinking about right and wrong: the common
moral consciousness contains certain intuitions concerning equality,
fairness, human dignity, and the like, which need to be made explicit
through the formulation of principles-principles of the sort which
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can be use~ to write legislation. By thinking about puzzle-cases, and
by abstractmg from differences between our (European) culture and
others, ~e can formulate better and better principles, principles cor­
respondmg ever more closely to the moral law itself.

Here is anothe~ way of thinking about right and wrong: the longer
men or cultures ~I~e? the more ifJpOV1JULC; they may, with luck, acquire
-the. ~ore Se?SItiVIty to others, the more delicate a typology for
descn~mg .their .fellows and themselves. Mingling with others helps;
SocratIC dIscussIOn helps; but since the Romantics, we have been
h~lped most of all by the poets, the novelists, and the ideologues.
Smce the !,henomenology of Spirit taught us to see not only the his­
tory of phllosop~y,but that of Europe, as portions of a Bildungsroman,
we have not striven for moral knowledge as a kind of €1fWrr1IlT/. Ra­
th~r, :ve have seen Europe's self-descriptions, and our own self-de­
scnptIOn~, not as o.rder~d to subj~ct matter, but as designs in a tap­
estry whIch they wIll stIll be weavmg after we, and Europe, die.

Here is a way ?f looking at philosophy: from the beginning, phi­
~osophy has wo~ned about the relation between thought and its ob­
Ject, re~rese?tation and represented. The old problem about reference
to the mexistent, for example, has been handled in various unsatis­
factory ~ays because of ~ failure to distinguish properly philosophi­
cal questIOns ab~ut ~~anmg and reference from extraneous questions
motIvated by SCIentifIC, ethical, and religious concerns. Once these
question~are pr?perly isolated, however, we can see philosophy as a
fIeld whIch has Its center in a series of questions about the relations
bet:veen words and the world. The recent purifying move from talk
o.f .Ideas t~ talk o~ meanings has dissipated the epistemological skep­
tiCIsm whIch mot.IVa.ted much of past philosophy. This has left phi­
losophy a more hmited, but more self-conscious, rigorous, and co­
herent area of inquiry.

Here is another way ?f l<;>oking at philosophy: philosophy started
off as a confused combmatIOn of the love of wisdom and the love of
argument. It began with Plato's notion that the rigor of mathematical
argumenta~i<;>~ exposed, and could be used to correct, the pretensions
of the poh~IcIan~ and the poets. As philosophical thought changed
an~ grew, msemmated by this ambivalent €PWC;, it produced shoots
whIch took root on their own. Both wisdom and argumentation be­
came far more various than Plato dreamed. Given such nineteenth­
c~ntu!J' complicat~ons .as the Bildungsroman, non-Euclidean geome­
tnes, I~eoiogical ?Istonography, the literary dandy, and the political
anarchI~t, the:e. IS ~o way i~ which one can isolate philosophy as
occupymg a dIstmctIVe place m culture or concerned with a distinctive
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subject or proceeding by some distinctive method. One cannot even
seek an essence for philosophy as an academic Fach (because one
would first have to choose the country in whose universities' catalogs
one was to look). The philosophers' own scholastic little definitions
of "philosophy" are merely polemical devices-intended to exclude
from the field of honor those whose pedigrees are unfamiliar. We can
pick out "the philosophers" in the contemp?rary intellectu~l w~rld
only by noting who is commenting on a certam sequence of hlstoncal
figures. All that "philosophy" as a name for a sector of culture means
is "talk about Plato, Augustine, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Frege, Russell
... and that lot." Philosophy is best seen as a kind of writing. It is
delimited, as is any literary genre, not by form or matter, but by
tradition-a family romance involving, e.g., Father Parmenides, hon­
est old Uncle Kant, and bad brother Derrida.

There, then, are two ways of thinking about various things. I have
drawn them up as reminders of the differences between a philosophi­
cal tradition which began, more or less, with Kant, and one which
began, more or less, with Hegel's Phenomenology. The first tradition
thinks of truth as a vertical relationship between representations and
what is represented. The second tradition thinks of truth horizontally
-as the culminating reinterpretation of our predecessors' reinterpre­
tation of their predecessors' reinterpretation. . . . This tradition
does not ask how representations are related to nonrepresentations,
but how representations can be seen as hanging together. The dif-
f . b " d" d" h " therence IS not one etween correspon ence an co erence e-
ories of truth -though these so-called theories are partial expressions
of this contrast. Rather, it is the difference between regarding truth,
goodness, and beauty as eternal objects which we try to locate and
reveal, and regarding them as artifacts whose fundamental design we
often have to alter. The first tradition takes scientific truth as the
center of philosophical concern (and scorns the notion of incommen­
surable scientific world-pictures). It asks how well other fields of in­
quiry conform to the model of science. The second tradition takes
science as one (not especially privileged nor interesting) sector of cul­
ture, a sector which, like all the other sectors, only makes sense when
viewed historically. The first likes to present itself as a straightforward,
down-to-earth, scientific attempt to get things right. The second
needs to present itself obliquely, with the help of as many foreign
words and as much allusiveness and name-dropping as possible.
Neo-Kantian philosophers like Putnam, Strawson, and Rawls have
arguments and theses which are connected to Kant's by a fairly
straightforward series of "purifying" transformations, transformations
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which are thought to give clearer and clearer views of the persistent
problems. For the non-Kantian philosophers, there are no persistent
problems-save perhaps the existence of the Kantians. Non-Kantian
philosophers like Heidegger and Derrida are emblematic figures who
not only do not solve problems, they do not have arguments or theses.
They are connected with their predecessors not by common subjects
or methods but in the "family resemblance" way in which latecomers

'in a sequence of commentators on commentators are connected with
older members of the same sequence .

To understand Derrida, one must see his work as the latest devel­
opment in this non-Kantian, dialectical tradition -the latest attempt
_of the dialc;cticians to shatter the Kantians' ingenuous image of them­
selves as accurately representing how things really are. Derrida talks
'a lot about language, and it is tempting to view him as a "philosopher
of language" whose work one might usefully compare with other in­
quiries concerning the relations between words and the world. But it
would be less misleading to say that his writing about language is an
attempt to show why there should be no philosophy of language.!
On his view, language is the last refuge of the Kantian tradition, of

-the notion that there is something eternally present to man's gaze
(the structure of the universe, the moral law, the nature of language)
which philosophy can let us see more clearly. The reason why the no­
tion of "philosophy of language" is an illusion is the same reason
why philosophy-Kantian philosophy, philosophy as more than a
kind of writing-is an illusion. The twentieth-century attempt to
purify Kant's gfneral theory about the relation between representa­
tions and their objects by turning it into philosophy of language is,
for Derrida, to be countered by making philosophy even more im­
pure-more unprofessional, funnier, more allusive, sexier, and above
all, more "written." Thus, insofar as he has an attitude towards, for
example, the mini-tradition which stretches from Frege to Davidson,
it is the same as his attitude towards Husserl's discussion of language.
The attitude, roughly, is that most twentieth-century concern with
language is Kantian philosophy in extremis, a last desperate attempt
to do on a pathetically small scale what Kant (and before him Plato)
attempted to do on a large scale-show how the atemporally true can
be contained in a spatio-temporal vehicle, regularize the relation be­
tween man and what man seeks by exhibiting its "structure," freez­
ing the historical process of successive reinterpretations by exhibiting
the structure of all possible interpretation.

Derrida, then, has little to tell us about language, but a great deal
to tell us about philosophy. To get a handle on his work, one might
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take him as answering the question, "Given that philosophy is a kind
of writing, why does this suggestion meet with such resistance?" This
becomes, in his work, the slightly more particular question, "What
must philosophers who object to this characterization think writing
is, that they should find the notion that that is what they are doing
so offensive?" Whereas Heidegger, Derrida's great father-figure, was
the first to "place" (or if you prefer, "transcend" or "castrate")
Hegel by giving a historical characterization of Hegel's historicism,
Derrida wishes to "place" (or whatever) Heidegger by explaining
Heidegger's distrust of writing. Heidegger, it is true, wrote a lot, but
always (after the "turn") in the interests of urging us to be still and
listen to the single line of verse, the individual Greek word. Derrida is
suspicious of Heidegger'~ preference for the simplicity and splendor
of the word spoken on the hill, and also of his contempt for the foot­
note scribbled in the ergastulum down in the valley. The preference,
he thinks, betrays a fatal taint of Kantianism, of the Platonic "meta­
physics of presence.". For it is characteristic of the Kantian tradition
that, no matter how much writing it does, it does not think that phi­
losophy should be "written," any more than science should be. Writ­
ing is an unfortunate necessity; what is really wanted is to show, to
demonstrate, to point out, to exhibit, to make one's interlocutor
stand at gaze before the world. The copy theory of ideas, the spec­
tator theory of knowledge, the notion that "understanding represen­
tation" is the heart of philosophy, are expressions of this need to
substitute an epiphany for a text, to "see through" representation.
In a mature science, the words in which the investigator "writes up"
his results should be as few and as transparent as possible. Heidegger,
though struggling manfully against this cluster of notions, and especi­
ally against the notion of the "research project" as model for philo­
sophical thinking, in the end succumbed to the same nostalgia for the
innocence and brevity of the spoken word. His substitution of audi­
tory for visual metaphors-of listening to the voice of Being for being
a spectator of time and eternity-was, Derrida thinks, only a dodge.
The Kantian urge to bring philosophy to an end by solving all its
problems, having everything fall into place, and the Heideggerian urge
towards Gelassenheit and Unverborgenheit, are the same urge. Phi­
losophical writing, for Heidegger as for the Kantians, is really aimed
at putting an end to writing. For Derrida, writing always leads to
more writing, and more, and still more-just as history does not lead
to Absolute. Knowledge or the Final Struggle, but to Il1~re history,
and more, and still more. The Phenomenology's vision of truth as
what you get by reinterpreting all the previous reinterpretations of
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reinterpretations still embodies the Platonic ideal of the Last Re­
interpretation, the right interpretation at last. Derrida wants to keep
the horizontal character of Hegel's notion of philosophy without its
teleology, its sense of direction, its seriousness.

II

So far in this paper I have merely been trying to locate Der~ida in
philosophical space. Now I want to focus on a few of his remarks
about writing, with an eye to seeing more clearly how he answers the
question, "What must philosophers think writing is that they resent
so much the suggestion that this is what they do?" His answer is,
roughly, that they think that writing is a means of representing facts,
and that the more "written" writing is-the less transparent to what it
represents and the more concerned with its relation to others' writings
-the worse it must be. The way he spells out his answer, I think, can­
help us see why he thinks writing about writing will help to "decon­
struct" the Kantian way of looking at things. Consider, to begin with,
the following passage:

There is therefore good and bad writing: the good and natural is the divine
inscription in the heart and the soul; the perverse and artful is technique,
exiled in the exteriority of the body. A modification weU within the
Platonic diagram: writing of the soul and of the body, writing of the in­
terior and of the exterior, writing of conscience and of the passions, as
there is a voice of the soul and a voice of the body....

The good writing has therefore always been comprehended. Compre­
hended as that which had to be comprehended: within a nature or a natu­
ral law, created or not, but first thought within an eternal presence. Com­
prehended, therefore, within a totality, and enveloped in a volume or a
book. The idea of the book is the idea of a totality, finite or infinite, of the
signifier; this totality of the signifier cannot be a totality, unless a to­
tality constituted by the signified preexists it, supervises its inscriptions and
its signs, and is independent of it in its ideality. The idea of the book,
which always refers to a natural totality, is profoundly alien to the sense
of writing. . . . If I distinguish the text from the book, I shaU say that
the destruction of the book as it is now under way in aU domains, denudes
the surface of the text.2

Consider Derrida as trying, in such passages as this, to create a
new thing for writing to be about-not the world, but texts. Books
tell the truth about things. Texts comment on other texts, and we
should stop trying to test texts for accuracy of representation:
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"reading . . . cannot legitimately transgress the text toward so~e­
thing other than it, toward the referent (a reality that is metaphysIcal,
historical, psychobiographical, etc.) or toward a signifier outside ~he
text whose content could take place, could have taken place outsIde
of language, that is to say, in the sense that v-:e give .here to ~hatword,
outside of writing in general. . . . There IS nothmg outSIde of the
text."3 Derrida regards the need to overcome "the book"-the no­
tion of a piece of writing as aimed at accurate treatment of a subject,
conveying a message which (in more fortunate circumstances) might
have been conveyed by ostensive definition or by injecting knowledge
straight into the brain- as justifying his use of any text to interpret
any other text. The most shocking thing about his work-even more
shocking than, though not so funny as, his sexual interpretations of
the history of philosophy-is his use of multilingual puns, joke ety­
mologies, allusions from anywhere to anywhere, and phonic and
typographical gimmicks. It is as if he really thought that the fact that,
for example, the Frenc4 pronunciation of "Hegel" sounds like the
French word for "eagle" was supposed to be relevant for compre­
hending Hegel. But Derrida does not want to comprehend Hegel's
books; he wants to play with Hegel. He doesn't want to write a- book
about the nature of language; he wants to play with the texts which
other people have thought they were writing about language.

At this point one can imagine serious-minded philosophers on both
sides of the Channel murmuring about "idealism." There is a deep
terror among Kantian philosophers of a certain job-related health
hazard: the philosopher, after overstrenuous inquiry into our relation
to the world, may lose his nerve, his reason, and the world simulta­
neously. He does this by withdrawing into a dream world of ~deas, ~f
representations-even, God help us, of texts. To guard agamst thIS
temptation, Kantian philosophers tell us, we must remember that only
the transcendental idealist can be an empirical realist. Only the man
who comprehends the relation between representation and repre­
sented, in that arduous but rigorously scientific way characteristic of
the epistemologist in the last century and the philosopher of language
in this, can be transcendental in the required sense. For only he can
represent representing itself accurately. Only such an accurate tran­
scendental account of the relationship of representation will keep the
Knowing Subject in touch with the Object, word with world, scientist
with particle, moral philosopher with the Law, philosophy itself with
reality itself. So whenever dialecticians start developing their coher­
entist and historicist views, Kantians explain that it is another sad case
of Berkeley's Disease, and that there is no cure save a still better, more
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luminously convincing, m<;>re transparent philosophical account of
representation.

When dialectical philosophers are accused of idealism, they usually
reply as Berkeley replied to his critics- by explaining that they are
only protesting against the errqrs of a certain philosophical school
and that they are really not saying anything at which the plain man
would demur. As Austin said in this connection, "There's the bit
where you say it and the bit where you take it back." The nice thing
about Derrida is that he doesn't take it back. He has no interest in
bringing "his philosophy" into accord with common sense. He is not
writing a philosophy. He is not giving an account of anything; he is
_not offering, a comprehensive view of anything. He is not protesting
against the errors of a philosophical school. He is, however, protesting
against the notion that the philosophy of language, pursued "real­

.istically" as the study of how language hooks on to the world, is
something more than one more quaint little genre, that it is first phi­
losophy. But the protest is not because he has a different candidate
lor the position of "first philosophy," it is against the notion of "first
philosophy." He could, if he liked, say that he, too, can pass judg­
ments within this genre-that he recognizes better and worse "realis­
tic" philosophy of language, that he agrees with all up-to-date phi­
losophers of language that Strawson and Searle were terribly wrong
about the referents of proper names, and so on. But what he really
wants to do is to say, "You used to think that it was terribly impor­
tant to get meaning and reference, and all that, right. But it isn't.
You only thought that because ..." He might be compared with
the secularist who says not "There is no God" but rather "All this
talk about our relation to God is getting in our way." James, when
he said that "the true is what is good in the way of belief" was simply
trying to debunk epistemology; he was not offering a "theory of
truth." So Derrida, when he says "il n 'y a pas de hors-texte," is not
putting forward an ontological view; he is trying to debunk Kantian
philosophy generally.

Well then, one might reply, he does take it back. For he admits that
all this stuff about there not being any such thing as accuracy of
representation is metaphorical, just a way of speaking. But why
doesn't he say what he means? Why doesn't he come right out and
tell his views about language and about reality? To this one can only
reiterate that Derrida is in the same situation in regard to language
that many of us secularists are in in regard to God. It isn't that we be­
lieve in God, or don't believe in God, or have suspended judgment
about God, or consider that the God of theism is an inadequate
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symbol of our ultimate concern; it is just that we wish we didn't have
to have a view about God. It isn't that we know that "God" is a cog­
nitive1y meaningless expression, or that it has its role in a language­
game other than the fact-stating, or. w~atever. W~ just. regret the fact
that the word is used so much. So It IS for Demda wIth the vocabu­
lary of Kantian philosophy. His .attitude to,:"ards centuries <?f worry
about the relation between subject and object, representatIOns and
the real, is like the Enlightenment attitude to,:"ard centuries of worry
about the relation between God and man, faIth and reason. Indeed,
for Derrida as for Heidegger, these worries are all the same worry.:
the worry that we may lose touch with certain exig~ncies, conformI­
ty with which is the whole duty of man. For Dernda as for Freud,
these are all forms of the worry about what our fathers require of us.
For Derrida as for Sartre these are all forms of the attempt to know
oneself by transforming ~neself into a knowable object-an etre-en­
soi which obeys the laws of its kind.

So, to sum up the gloss I want to put upon th.e texts I have quoted
from Derrida, Derrida is trying to do for our hIg~brow culture w~at
secularist intellectuals in the nineteenth century tned to do for theIrs.
He is suggesting how things might look if we did n~t have ~antian
philosophy built into the fabric of our intellectu~l life, as hts p~e~e­
cessors suggested how things migh~ look if we dt4 not have rebgton
built into the fabric of our moral life. The seculansts I speak of were
continually assailed by the question, "What argument d? you have
for not believing in God?" Derrida is continually assaIled by the
question, "What argument do you have for saying th~t we should n.ot
refer the text to something which is not a text?" NeIther has any In­

teresting arguments, because both are not working by the same rules
as .their opponents. They are trying to make uP. some ~ew rules.. Lac~
of seriousness in the sense in which I just attnbuted It to Demda, IS
simply this r~fusal to take the standard rules seri.ousIr. , c.onjoined
with the refusal to give a clear answer to the question, Is It the old
game played differently, or rather a ~ew ga:ne?" .' .

There is -another sense, however, In WhICh Derrida IS very senous
indeed - as serious as the prophets of secularization. He is serious
about the need to change ourselves, serious about what he calls "de­
construction." Thus he warns us against taking "grammatology" as
the name of a new research program, as an attempt at doing some­
thing constructive and progressive, when he sp.eaks of "the syste~atic
crossing-out of the apxil and the transform~tlonof .g.eneral semIOlo­
gy into a grammatology, the latter performI~g a cn~cal work upon
everything within semiology-right down to Its matrIcal concept of
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signs-that retains any metaphysical presuppositions incompatible
with the theme of differance."4 One can easily conclude from such
passages as this that Derrida conceives of his work as purely negative
-deconstructing the metaphysics of presence in order to leave the
texts bare, unburdened by the need to represent. Such a view is also
suggested by his excusing his high-handed treatment of Saussure in
this way: "My justification would be as follows: This fa text of

.Saussure's] and some other indices (in a general way the treatment
of the concept of writing) already give us the assured means of
broaching the de-construction of the greatest totality-the concept
of the episteme and logocentric metaphysics-from which are pro­
duced, without ever posing the radical question of writing, all the
Western methods of analysis, explication, reading, or interpretation.' '5

This passage conforms to the picture of Derrida I have offered so
far-one in which he wants to do better than Heidegger the job of
"overcoming the tradition of Western metaphysics" which Heidegger
attempted. This picture may, however, be too charitable. For there is
a side of Derrida which looks unfortunately constructive, a side which
makes it look as if he in the end succumbs to nostalgia, to the lure of
philosophical system-building, and specifically that of constructing
yet another transcendental idealism. I turn now, therefore, to a dis­
cussion of the luminous, constructive, bad side of Derrida's work, as
opposed to the shadowy, deconstructive, good side which I have been
discussing so far.

III

To explain where and why Derrida seems to get constructive, I need
to go back to the point I was making earlier about his attitude to­
wards "the philosophy of language." One can see Derrida's attempt
to "deconstruct the greatest totality" as an attempt to get rid of the
notion that language is an attempt to represent something nonlinguis­
tic. He is taking the Wittgensteinian doctrine which Sellars calls
"psychological nominalism" -the doctrine that "all awareness is a lin­
guistic affair" - to its extreme.6 But he sees the recent attention to
language (as a general subject matter of inquiry, comparable in scope
to God, nature, history, or man) as a kind of pseudonominalism. 7 It
is as if the Kantians had been forced, by attacks on the notions of
"thought" and "the mind," to see that there is no way to cut be­
neath language to the thought which language expresses, no way,
as Wittgenstein said, to "get between language and its object." But
instead of concluding that we. should stop viewing language as
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representing something! the Kantian respons~ has been to say.some­
thing like, "Now that we see that language IS not the expreSSIOn of
thought, but since we know that language does represent the world,
we can now be properly serious about language, can pay language the
attention it deserves, by exploring direct word-world connections."
What looks to modern philosophers of language like a new-found re­
spect for language is, for Derrida, simply a disguised attempt to put lan­
guage in its place, to insist that language has responsibilities to some­
thing outside itself, that it must be "adequate" to do. its representath,:e
job. Derrida thinks that the proper moral to draw IS that language IS
not a tool, but that in which we live and move. So to ask "how does
language manage to do its job?" betrays psychological nominalism. If
all awareness is a linguistic affair, then we are never going to be aware
of a word on the one hand and a thing-denuded-of-words on the other
and see that the first is adequate to the second. But the very notions of
"sign" and "representation" and "language" convey the notion that
we can do something like that. The notion of philosophy of language
as the successor-subject to epistemology suggests that we have now
found out how to study representation properly, and thus to do
properly the job which Kant saw needed to be done.

Given this situation, Derrida looks about for a way to say some­
thing about language which will not convey the idea of "sign" or
"representation" or "supplement." His solution consists in such no­
tions as trace, which have, recently, become something very much

( like a new "subject matter" for his followers. But in developing this
alternative, Derrida comes perilously close to giving us a philosophy
of language, and thereby perilously close to slipping back into what
he and Heidegger call "the tradition of onto-theology." That tradi­
tion is kept going by the following dialectical movement: first one
notices that something all-encompassing and unconditioned is being
treated as if it were just one more limited and conditioned thing. Then
one explains that this thing is so distinctive that it requires an entirely
different vocabulary for its description, and proceeds to create one.
Finally, one's disciples become so bemused by one's new vocabulary
that they think one has invented a new field of inquiry, and the
whole sequence starts up once again. This happened to "God" when
the Platonism of the Church Fathers lifted the divine out of space
and time and insisted on His consequent ineffability. God thus be­
came a pigeon for Doctors of the Church who had read Aristotle;
they explained how the ineffable could be effed after all, but only
analogically. It happened to "Mind" when Kant explained (in the
"Paralogisms") that the subject was not a substance, thus permitting
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Fichte and the nineteenth century to explain that really there was a
lot to say about the Subject, but only transcendentally. In both cases,
somebody (Augustine, Kant) warns us against trying to describe the
unconditioned, and somebody else (Aquinas, Fichte) dreams up a
special technique designed especially for the purpose. If I am right in
my suspicions about Derrida, we are in some danger of seeing this
same pattern repeated by Heidegger and Derrida. We may find our­
selves t~inking that what,Heidegger thought could not be effed really
can be, If only grammatologically.

Heidegger spent his life explaining that all his predecessors had ig­
nored the "ontological difference" between beings and Being, and
finally wound up suggesting that one should only write the word
Being X-ed out. 8 Heidegger kept trying to fend off disciples who said,
"Now that we have the ontological difference clearly in mind, tell us
something about Being." Finally he said that the attempt to say that
the tradition of metaphysics, of onto-theology, had confused beings
with Being was itself a misleadingly metaphysical attempt. He ends
his "Time and Being" by saying:

To think Being without beings means: to think Being without regard to
metaphysics. Yet a regard for metaphysics still prevails even in the inten­
tion to overcome metaphysics. Therefore, our task is to cease all overcom­
ing, and leave metaphysics to itself.

If overcoming remains necessary, it concerns that tH'inking that explicit­
ly enters Appropriation in order to say It in terms of It about It.

Our task is unceasingly to overcome the obstacles that tend to render
such saying inadequate.

The saying of Appropriation in the form of a lecture remains itself an
obstacle of this kind. The lecture has spoken merely in propositional state­
ments. 9

But, of course, Appropriation (Ereignis) looks like one more name for
the goal of our inquiries. This movement of Heidegger's thought back
from one ineffable to another (e.g., from "Being" to "Appropriation")
just as soon as people begin to eff the first ineffable, can be viewed
as an attempt to find something which cannot be the subject of a
commentary, something which cannot be the subject of an inquiry
into, for example, "Heidegger's doctrine of Ereignis." Derrida thinks,
or at least thought when he began De la Grammatologie, that the only
way to solve Heidegger's problem was to get away from terminology
borrowed from the visual and aural imagery of earlier authors and
invent a new way which had to do only with writing. One can see this
impulse in the following 'passages:
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The reassuring evidence within which Western tradition had to organize
itself and must continue to live would therefore be as follows: the order
of the signified is never contemporary, is at best the subtly discrepant in­
verse or parallel-discrepant by the time of a breath-from the order of
the signifier. And the sign must be the unity of a heterogeneity, since the
signified (sense or thing, noeme or reality) is not in itself a signifier, a trace:
in any case is not constituted in its sense by its relationship with a possible
trace. The formal essence of the signified is presence, and the privilege of its
proximity to the logos as phone is the privilege of presence. This is the inevi­
table response as soon as one asks: "what is the sign?," this is to say, when
one submits the sign to the question of essence, to the "ti esti." The "for­
mal essence" of the sign can only be determined in terms of presence. One
cannot get around that response, except by challenging the very form of
the question and beginning to think that the signXthat ill-named tPi(g,
the only one, that escapes the instituting question of philosophy: "what
. ? ,,10
IS ••••

What should give one pause in this passage is the phrase "the only
one." It is as if Derrida thought he had done the one thing Heiddegger
failed to do-find the one word which cannot be the subject of a
commentary, a Ph.D. thesis on "Derrida's doctrine of the sign," the
one expression of the unconditioned which nobody will ever be able
to treat as if it were the name of one more conditioned. In the follow­
ing passage also one can see such a notion: "The movement of the
effacement of the trace has been, from Plato to Rousseau to Hegel,
imposed upon writing in the narrow sense; the necessity of such a
displacement may now be apparent. Writing is one of the representa­
tives of the trace in general, it is not the trace itself. The trace itself
does not exist. (To exist is to be, to be an entity, a being-present, to
on.")ll One can comment cynically on this passage that, if you want
to know what notion takes the place of God for a writer in the onto­
theological tradition, always look for the one which he says does not
exist. That will be the name of the Ineffable, of what can be shown
but not said, believed but not known, presupposed but not mentioned,
that in which we live and move and have our being. It is the need to
express the unconditioned while realizing that it is inexpressible which
brings us to the point described by Wittgenstein: "Sometimes, in
doing philosophy, one just wants to utter an inarticulate sound.,,12
But that will not prevent somebody from writing a thesis on what­
ever sound one makes.

Fortunately, however, Derrida was the first to warn us against the
temptation I have just described - the temptation to divinize the trace,
and to treat writing as "one of the representatives of the trace in
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general, but not the trace itself" (a passage which seems to make trace
one of the invisibilia Dei, which perea quae factae sunt cognoscuntur).
In "~ifferance,"published just after On Grammatology, he identifies
the dIfference he hoped to find between "the sign" as the only thing
th.at escape~ the instituting question of philosophy and all the other
faded candIdates for this role with Heidegger's "ontological differ­
~nce." ~e turns himself, in this essay, from something dangerously
hk~ a phl1os?p~er of language, into a philosopher ofphilosophy, where
phl1os?phy IS }U~t the self-consciousness of the play of a certain kind
of wr:Itlng. Differan~e, unlike trace, has no more to do with signs
than It.does WIt~ thIn~s or gods or minds or any of the other things
for whIch Kantlan phl1osophy has sought the unconditioned condi­
tions. Differance is a name of the situation which the dialectical phi­
losopher starts from -the wish to revolt against the eternalization
and cosmologization of the present vocabulary by creating a new vo­
cabulary which will not permit the old questions to be asked. In
"Differance," Derrida has a passage which forms a splendid rebuke
both to Heidegger and to his previous self:

For us, differance remains a metaphysical name; and all the names that
it receives from our language are still, so far ~s they are names, metaphysi-
cal. . . . '

"Older" than Being itself, our language has no name for such a differ­
ance. But we "already know" that if it is unnamable, this is not simply
provisional; it is not because our language has still not found or received
this name, or because we would have to look for it in another language,
outside the finite system of our language. It is because there is no name
for this-not even essence or Being-not even the name "differance,"
which is not a name, which is not a pure nominal unity, and continually
breaks up in a chain of different substitutions....

There will be no unique name, not even the name of Being. It must be
conceived without nostalgia; that is, it must be conceived outside the myth
of the purely maternal or paternal language belonging to the lost father­
land of thought. On the contrary we must affirm it-in the sense that
Nietzsche brings affirmation into play-with a certain laughter and with a
certain dance. 13

IV

Let m~ now turn to what may seem the chief question raised by what
I've saId.so fa!: granted t~at Derrida is the latest and largest flower
on the dIalectIcal kudzu VIne of which the Phenomenology ofSpirit
was the first tendril, does that not merely show the need to uproot
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this creeping menace? Can we not now see all the better the~e~d to
strip the suckers of this parasitic climber from the still unflmshed
walls and roofs of the great Kantian edifice which it covers and.con­
ceals? Granted that if all this nonsense about language not bemg a
system of representations were. true, Derrida would have draw~ some
interesting consequences from It, cannot we now return to samty and
say that it is false, and that philosophy w~)Uld do well to retu.rn t?
the slow and patient work of understandmg how representatIOn IS
accomplished? ..

The dialectical response to this should, I thmk, be twofold. FIrSt,
one can reply that the question of whether language is a system of
representations is not the sort of question anybo~y (~a~tian or non­
Kantian) knows how to answer, and so whatever IS at Issue, that can­
not be it. The question is not whether "language is a system .of repre­
sentations" is a correct representation of how things are. Second, one
can reply that ofcourse language can usefully, for many purposes, be
viewed as a system of representations, just as physical theory can use­
fully be seen as an approximation to what we would see if we could
get down there among the quanta, moral philosophy as an approxi­
mation to the Moral Law, and philosophy as a quest for a purer and
better way to answer traditional questions. All that one has to do to
make any of these approaches useful and productive is to t~ke the
vocabulf.ry of the present historical period (or class or SOCIety or
academy) for granted and to work within it. Once one is safely en­
sconced within this language-game, questions about what correctly
represents what, how we know that it does, and how it manages t?
do so will make admirable sense and will get useful answers. There IS
nothing done within the Kantian tradition which the dialectical tra­
dition cannot treat as the description of the practices of a certain his­
torical moment-the sort of description one gets when one blinkers
one's historical consciousness temporarily for the sake of getting a
clear view of what is currently going on. The traditions come into
real conflict only when the Kantian tradition cosmologizes and eter­
nalizes its current view of physics, or right and wrong, or philosophy,
or language. Thus, for example, if we freeze physics at a peri.od of
what Kuhn calls "normal science," we can describe the practIce of
justifyin'g theories in terms of a determinate observation-language, a
list of meaning-rules, and some canons of theory-choice. If we try to
bring this heuristic apparatus to bear on all the things that might
count as explaining nature in various periods and cultures, however,
we either become viciously anachronistic or fall into pointless puzzle­
ment about, e.g., "criteria for change of reference of theoretical
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terms." Analogously, if we take as data a range of assertions running
the gamut from "the cat is on the mat" to "the particle went through
the left-hand slit," we may be able to construct an account of the
contribution of the parts of the expressions to the wholes, and of the
~onditions under which a language-user would be justified in employ­
mg them. We go wrong only when we invoke this account to be con­
descending about, or be baffled by, such assertions as "caloric fluid
is just aJot?f m.oving molecules," "language speaks man," or "God's
essence IS. HIS eXIstence." If we then try to be systematically invidious
or reductI~e by talking about "literal vs. metaphorical" or "non-state­
ment-makmg ~ses o~ declarative sentences," or the like, philosophy
of language will begm to seem relevant to epistemology, controversi­
al, and essential to our self-understanding. It will also seem to come
int~ conflict with the sort of thing that Heidegger and Derrida are
~ellmg us. Worse yet.' the sort ?~ thing Heidegger and Derrida are say­
mg may seem to be m competITIOn with what, e.g., Frege and Carnap
and Putnam say.

No such competi~ion exists. There is no topic-and in particular
not that of the relatIOn between sign and signified, language and the
world-:-on which Derrida holds a different view than that of any of
~h~ phIlosophers of language I h.ave mentioned. Nor does he have any
mSIghts whIch complement theIrs. He is not, to repeat, a philosopher
?f l~n~age. T~e close~t D~rrida comes to the philosophy of language
IS hlSmterest m the hIstOrIcal question of why a view about the rela­
tion between sign and signified, the nature of representation, could
ever have been thought to have been essential to our self-understand­
~ng, the st~rting point of. the love of wisdom, first philosophy. He is
mterested m the connectIOn between the "Kantian" view of philoso­
phy and the "Kantian" view of language-in why the latest Kantian
effort to cosmologize or eternalize the present should have centered
on language. Here he does have something to say-but it is something
about philosophy, not about language.

Kantian philosophy, on Derrida's view, is a kind of writing which
would like not to be a kind of writing. It is a genre which would like

I to be a gesture, a clap of thunder, an epiphany. That is where God
and man, thought and its object, words and the world meet, we want
sp~echlessl'y to ~ay j let no further words come between the happy
paIr. Kantlan 'philosophers would like not to write, but ju~t to show.
Th~y.would lIke the words they use to be so simple as to be presup­
P?SItIOnless: .Some of them like to think that physics, too, is not a
kmd o~ wrItmg. So they cherish the thought that, at least in some
countrIes, philosophy has no literary pretensions because it has
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attained the secure path of a science. Just as, on the Kantian view of
physics, physics has no need of a historical self-understanding to ~n­
able it to point straight to the heart of matter, so, on the .Kantla~
view of philosophy, philosophers ne.ed not .be concerned wIth th.e~
own Kantian motives in order to pomt straIght to the heart of spmt
-the relation of representation itself. Derrida's reply is that anybody
can get along without literary pretensions-~ithout ~riting-if ~e is
content simply to demonstrate how somethI~g falls mto p'lace m a
previously established context. In normal phYSICS, normal philosophy,
normal moralizing or preaching, one hopes for the .normal thnll. of
just the right piece fitting into just the right slot, wIth a shudd~nng
resonance which makes verbal commentary superfluous and map­
propriate. Writing, as Derrida says in commenting ?n ~ousseau, is to
this kind of simple "getting it right" as masturbatIOn IS to st~ndard,
solid, reassuring sex. This is why writers are thought effete m com­
parison with scientists-the "men of action" of our latter days. The
important thing to notice is that the differen~e between the two
forms of activity is not subjec~ matter--:-not, for mstance, ~ matter of
the difference between the flmty partIcles of the hard SCIences and
the flexible behavior of the soft ones-but rather is determined by
normality or abnormality. Nor.rnality, in this sens.e, is ~ccepting with­
out question, the stage-setting m the language whIch ~Ives dem~ms~ra­
tion (scientific or ostensive) its legitimacy. RevolutIOnary SCIentIsts
need to write, as normal scientists do not. Revolutionary politicians
need to write, as parliamentary politicians do not. Dialectical philoso­
phers like Derrida need to write, as Kantian philosophers do hot.

The Freudian distinction between the normal and the abnormal,
drawn with the concreteness which is given by Derrida's exhibition
of the sexual overtones of most metaphilosophical debate, seems to
me just what is needed to be properly playful about. the diffe~en~e
between the Kantians and the dialecticians. If one thmks of thIS dIf­
ference as that between the partisans of Eternity and of Time, or
those of Theory and of Practice, Nature and History, Perman~nce

and Change, Intellect and Intuition, the Sciences and the Arts, It all
looks too momentous, too much as if there were a serious and de­
batable issue around. The issue between Kantian and non-Kantian
philosophy is, I think, about as serious as the issue between normal
and deviant sexual practices. . .

It is, to be sure, an issue upon which men may well feel theIr Iden-
tity and their integrity depend. ("Men," rathe~ t~~n "people;" si~ce
taking how and what one does in bed as defmltIVe. of <?ne s bemg
seems a specifically masculine trait.) So it is not unsenous m the sense
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of unimportant. But it is not a serious issue in the sense of a debatable
one, on which there is much to be said on both sides. It is not an is­
sue which we ought all to pitch in and try to resolve (in some more
discursive way than massacring the opposition). Indeed, we had bet­
ter not. For if the issue were ever resolved, there might not be any
.~ore philosophy. (Or any more interesting writing at all. Philosophy
IS, after all, dominatrix disciplinarum if no longer regina scientiarum ;
nobody does ~y really "written" writing without timidly hoping
tha~ what ~e wntes may have "philosophical implications. ") Similar­
ly, If the dIfference between normal and deviant sex ever got settled
-:-n.ot by mass~cre,but by rational demonstration of the moral super­
IOnty. o~ one SIde or the other, or of their being morally equivalent­
then It IS not clear that sex would matter nearly as much 1S it does
now. When Freud told us that we had sexual repression to thank for
the hang-ups of the neurotics who created European culture, he
meant exactly what he said. If Derrida is on the right track in his
post-Grammatology treatment of philosophical texts, we can be a bit
more specific about just how this culture was fed by sublimated sex­
uality. The Kantian versus non-Kantian contrast now appears as that
between the man who wants to take (and see) things as they are, and
thus make sure that the right pieces go in the right holes, and the
man who wants to change the vocabulary presently used for isolating
pieces and holes. This helps us see why the dialectic of the condi­
tioned and the unconditioned, the effable and the ineffable, has the
peculiar thrill that it does. Unspeakable possibilities, unmentionable
acts are those which are spoken and mentioned in the new revolu­
tionary, Hegelian, abnormal vocabulary. Sartre's account of the at­
tempt of the philosopher to become God by recreating himself as a
pour-soi-en-soi joins up with Freud's to suggest that the Kantian tra­
dition plays the role in recent European culture of the normal man,
the man whose respect for the law is such that he would wish the
natural and the moral law to be as one.

This Freudian twist also helps us see why, even given the compati­
bility of, e.g., everything which Derrida says and everything Quine
says, we cannot relax and split the difference. We cannot just let
Ka~tians have th~ir (self-elimi.nating) kind of writing and the Hegelians
~helr .(self-extendmg, kudzu-hke) alternative kind. Being conciliatory
m thIS way would obscure the fact that these traditions live each
other's death, die each other's life-the same relation which holds
?etween .normal and abnormal sex. The dialectician will always win
If he walts long enough, for the Kantian norm will in time become
tedious, full of anomie and anomaly. The Kantian, on the other hand,
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escapes triviality, and achieves self-identity and self-conscious pride,
only by the contrast between his migho/ deeds and the mere. words
of the dialectician. He is no effete parasIte, but one who does hIS share
in the mighty time-binding work of building the edifice of hu~an
knowledge, human society, the City of Real Men. The non-Kantian
knows that the edifice will itself one day be deconstructed, and the
great deeds reinterpreted, and reinterpreted again, and again. But of
course the non-Kantian is a parasite-flowers could not sprout from
the dialectical vine unless there were an edifice into whose chinks it
could insert its tendrils. No constructors, no deconstructors. No
norms, no perversions. Derrida (like Heidegger) would have no writ­
ing to do unless there were a "metaphysics of presence" to overcome.
Without the fun of stamping out parasites, on the other hand, no
Kantian would bother to continue building. Normal philosophers
need to think, for example, that in forging the powerful tools of
modern analytic philosophy, they are ~eveloping weapo~s to ~n.sure

victory in the coming final struggle wIth the decadent dialectlCIans.
Everybody needs everybody else. . . .

Kantian and non-Kantian metaphilosophers, when thIS pomt m the
development of their self-consciousness is reached, like to explain t.hat
their opponents really want to do ~hat they themselves are d01~g.
The Kantian thinks of the non-Kantlan as somebody who would lIke
to have a proper, disciplined, philosophical view about, e.g., words
and the world, but can't quite manage to get it together into a coher­
ent, rigorous form. The Hegelian likes to think that there is not
really a contrast between the vine and the edifice it covers-rather,
the so-called edifice is just accumulated dead wood, parts of the Great
Vine itself which once were fresh and flower-laden but now have
come to li~ in positions which suggest the outlines of a building. So
the normal man sees the abnormal as not quite up to it-more to be
pitied than censured. The abnormal sees the normal as someone who
never had the courage to come out, and so died inside while his body
lived on-more to be helped than despised.

This kind of crosstalk can continue indefinitely. Derrida's point, I
take it is that that crosstalk is all that we are going to get, and that no
gimmi~k like "the new science of grammatology" is going to end or
aufheben it. Once one thinks of philosophy as ~ kind. o~ writing, one
should not be surprised at this result. For to thmk thIS IS to stop try­
ing to have a philosophy of language which is "first philosophy," a
view of all possible views, an €morTlI.J.l1 €morT1JJ.l1C:, a bootstrap self­
elevation to a point from which all past and future writing can be
seen as contained within a permanent framework. Only one who had

r
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levitated to such a point would have the right to look down on writ­
ing, to view it as a second-best (like Plato) or as an abnormal activity
to which sin has condemned him (like Rousseau), or as something
which a discipline can dispense with on reaching the secure path of a
science. Derrida's polemic against the notion that speech is prior to
writing should be seen as a polemic against what Sartre calls "bad
faith"-the attempt to divinize oneself by seeing in advance the
terms in which all possible problems are to be set, and the criteria for
their resolution. If the "logocentric," Platonic notion of speech as
prior to writing were right, there might be a last Word. Derrida's point
is that no one can make sense of the notion of a last commentary, a
last discussion note, a good piece of writing which is more than the
occasion for a better piece.
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Is There a Problem
about Fictional Discourse?

1. Introductory

Contemporary analytic philosophy has given rise to a good deal of
discussion of "truth about fictional objects," but the motives of this
discussion are fairly remote from literary theory. Within Anglo-Saxon
philosophy of language, the topic of fiction usually arises in connec­
tion with such banal questions as: what must be said about truth
such that the sentences "Gladstone was born in England" and
"Sherlock Holmes was born in England" can both be true?

The importance for philosophy of truth about fictions lies in the
role which solutions to this problem play in deciding what to say
about truth in general. If truth is "correspondence to reality," we
seem to have a problem-for to what reality does the second sen­
tence correspond? If truth is simply "warranted assertibility," how­
ever, we have what may seem a less difficult problem; we need merely
distinguish the situation, or conventions, or presuppositions, relevant
to asserting each of the sentences.

The question whether to view truth as "correspondence to reality"
or as "warranted assertibility" is the question of whether to treat lan­
guage as a picture or as a game. This latter issue-very roughly, that
between the younger and the older Wittgenstein -is brought to a head
by debates about "truth in fiction" because the whole problematic
of realism vs. idealism, or of "representationalism" vs. "pragmatism,"
can be crystallized in the question: what, if anything, turns on the
difference between being "really there" and being "made up"? For
what purposes is a convenient fiction as good as reality? Discussions
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of quite picky and technical issues within semantics can, in this way
su~denly provoke reflection on Heideggerian truth-as-Unverborgen~
hezt vs. truth as adequatio intellectus et rei.

The pat~s whic~ lead from the technical issues to the larger, vaguer,
an~ more mterestm~ ones are complicated. Further,one can avoid
takmg an~ of them SImply by fixing in advance what is going to count
as a solutIOn to a puzzle within a given semantical research program.
I have n~ attachment to any such program, so I shall not be arguing
for the VIrtues of a certain solution to the problem about Gladstone
and Sherlock Holmes, much less claiming that this solution dictates
or follows from, a general view about language or truth. Rather i
~hall survey f~ur solutions to this problem which have been offer~d
m the recent lIterature, with an eye to the presuppositions of the phi­
!osophers who offer them. I shall argue that a central set of "Parmen­
Idean" pr~s~ppositions is common to all four. I do not accept these
presupposltlons, but they seem to me too abstract to argue against.
So I shall merely try to show how things look if they are not made.
I shall conclude by suggesting why this Parmenidean outlook is im­
portant for fictions which self-consciously reflect on the fact that
they are made rather than found-that is, works of fiction which
make much of being fictional.

~he four solutions to the problem about Gladstone and Holmes
WhICh I shall take up are: (1) the standard Russellian view that "talk
abo~t Holmes is really about Conan Doyle's stories," (2) John Searle's
notIOn ~f "~retended assertion," (3) a "physicalist" view of reference
t~ the mexistent offered by Keith Donnellan in protest against the
VIew comm?n .to R~ssell and Searle that r~ference is determined by
the speaker s mtentIOns, (4) a recent verSIOn of "Meinongianism"­
the VIew that reference may be made to any intentional object-of­
fer~d by Terence Parsons. The last three of these views are reactions
agamst one or another element in Russell's view which was "stan­
dard" for many years and provides the comm~n background for
discussion of this topic.

2. Russell: Semantics as Epistemology

Be!trand Russell held various doctrines about both semantics and
epistemolo.gy at various times during his life, but he did not waver
from the VIew that

(1) Whatever is referred to must exist

and that it follows that
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(2) Statements apparently referring to something which does not
exist must really be abbreviations for, be "analyzed as,"
statements referring to existents.

Further, and more controversially, Russell sometimes held that

(3) One can only talk about what is directly given in "knowledge
by acquaintance" (in the sense in which the intellect is
"acquainted" with universals and the senses with particular
sense-data)

which entails that
(4) All statements can be analyzed into statements which contain

"genuine names" (e.g., such "logically proper names" as
demonstratives like "this").

In defense of (1) Russell put forward his "theory of descriptions,"
which construed such apparently referring expressions as "the
round square" and "the golden mountain" as predicative expres­
sions. Statements using such expressions were analyzed as containing
explicit assertions of the existence of entities of which the relevant
predicates ("roundness and squareness," "being gold and a mountain")
were true. This meant that all statements about the inexistent came
out false, on Russell's view, a claim which went largely unchallenged
within analytic philosophy until Strawson argued that

The golden mountain is in Africa

presupposed rather than asserted

There exists something which is both a mountain and gold.

On Strawson's view, if the second statement is false, the first is nei­
ther true nor false. I shall take up Strawson's point shortly in connec­
tion with Searle's attempt to reinforce it, but for the moment let me
simply note that, putting aside (3) and (4) for the moment, Russell's
(2) '~solves the problem of fictional discourse" by analyzing

Holmes lived on Baker Street

as
There is a set of stories by Conan Doyle which either contains the
statement "Sherlock Holmes lived on Baker Street" or other state­
ments which entail this statement.

Since the latter is true, so is the former. When we turn to examples
of the inexistent outside of deliberate fiction -e.g., entities falsely
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believed to exist such as "Zeus" or "caloric"-we see that we can
construe such statements as

Zeus hurled lightning bolts

and

Caloric naturally rises

as false because asserting existence of the inexistent, or as true be­
cause. analyzable a~ "really" statements about certain myths or about
certam false chemIcal theories. The former treatment is appropriate
for occurrences of these statements in some conversations, and the
latter for occurrences in others.

If ~e now ask why Russell held (1), an important part of the an­
s~er IS that he held (3). That is to say, he put Frege's semantical no­
tIon of "reference" at the service of an epistemological view whose
co.re was ~ra?itional British empiricism. Whereas Frege, and later
WlttgenstelI~,m.th.e Tractatus, ha~ kept the question "what object is
referred to? ~hstmct from questIOns of how the object is known, or
even w?~ther It can be known, Russell firmly identified knowing what
pro.pos1tl~n a statement expressed -what it meant-with knowing
whIch objects one would have to be acquainted with in order to find
out. whether th~ st~tement ~as ~ue. Much of the history of reactions
ag~mst Russell s VIew consIsts m attempts to "purify" semantics of
epIstemology, and to describe "reference" in such a way as to free it
from problems about, verification. But-and this is the point I
wish to emphasize-those who criticize Russell usually still insist on
the truth of (1). For, as Donnellan puts it, Russell's notion of "genuine
names" incorporates a certain "natural view" about "the relation be­
tween l~nguage and the wor!d" which is independent of epistemology
and ~hIch presumably motIvated Frege and the young Wittgenstein:
the VIew that ."there must be ~.e p~~sibility, at least, of singularterms
that do not mtrodl:lce quantIfIers. Donnellan emphasizes this sup­
posed core of truth m Russell's theory by saying that in a sentence like
"Socrates. is snub-nosed," the singular expression "Socrates" is "sim­
ply a deVIce used by the speaker to pick out w»at he wants to talk
abo.ut." Or ag~in, "in using such simple sentences . . . we are not
saymg somethmg general about the world."1 This view that there is a
relation called "reference" which picks out entities in the world is the
essenc~ of the "picture" view of language which Wittgenstein devel­
oped m the Tractatus. It can be (and is) held even if one maintains
tha~ the u~er of a referring expression may have no idea what object
he IS referrmg to, nor even any Idea of how to go about finding this out.
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Notice that unless one held that a relation which satisfied (1) formed
the "tie" between words and the world, one would not see any in­
teresting problem about truths about Sherlock Holmes. On~ ~ould
not like Searle write articles about "the logical status" of fIctlOnal
dis~ourse, nor bother to be "Meinongian" like Parsons or "physical­
ist" like Donnellan, Putnam, and Field. But if one holds a pure "lan­
guage-game" view of language, so that questions a~out ':ties with the
world" do not arise, then to know methods of venficatlOn would be
to know all there was to know about the semantical features of state­
ments. Such knowledge would not be a matter of semantical theory,
but simple "know-how." Something like this was the attitude of the
older Wittgenstein. Wittgenstein came to think that his younger self,
Frege, and Russell had all been "held captive by a picture,:: an~ he
meditated on why he and Russell had been so devoted to the Idea
that names really signify simples."2 I shall come back to the later
Wittgenstein's criticism of the Tractatus in s~ction 6}elo~, ?ut here
it is enough simply to note that the very Idea of explammg how
words relate to the world" is bound up with belief in something like
(1) So, a fortiori, is the view that there is something philosophically
puzzling about fictional discourse.

3. Searle and Language-Games

Searle's book Speech Acts opens with the question "How do words
relate to the world?"3 The book offers the sort of answer which be­
came popular as a result of a reaction against Russell's logical empiri­
cism: the relation between words and the world is to be understood
by seeing how words are used, rather than by starting with the point
at which they attach to reality (as in Russell's "genuine names").
Austin's polemic against sense-data and Wittgenstein's aga~n~t the
"picture theory" of language form the background of Austm s and
Searle's notion that philosophy of language should center around the
notion of "speech act." Their strategy is to see language as behavior
governed by conventions, like games, and to see "reference" in terms
of conventions which must be obeyed if one is to make a successful
move in the game. Not just sense-data empiricism, but episte~ology
itself, is moved firmly to one side. Thus we may hope to aVOld con­
fusion between, on the one hand, descriptions of the conv~ntionsof
the game which is our language and, on the other, speculatlOn about
the motives for, or the rewards of, playing it.

Searle follows Strawson in objecting to the unnaturalness of
Russell's "theory of descriptions," arguing against the claim that

The golden mountain is in Africa

asserts (has as part of its analysis) that

There exists something which is both a mountain and gold.

One argument offered is the prima facie absurdity of saying that
"every illocutionary act in which a definite description is used refer­
ringly is to be construed as the assertion of an existential proposition
plus some other speech act about the object asserted to exist. "4

Russell's notion of "analysis" revealing unsuspected complexity in
simple predicative sentences has no place in speech-act theory, so
Searle asks why Russell was driven to such a paradoxical claim. The
answer is that

The whole plausibility of the theory of descriptions, once the paradoxes
have been removed, derives from the fact that a precondition of any suc­
cessfully performed reference is the existence of the object referred to
(axiom of existence). And consequently the proposition containing that
reference cannot be true if the proposition that the object exists is not
true.

But, Searle continues,

It never simply follows from the fact that a type of act can only be per­
formed under certain conditions, that the performance of that act is itself
an assertion that those conditions obtain. 5

So Searle then goes on to give his own theory of proper names.
He holds that they neither pick out objects without benefit of de­
scriptions, nor are shorthand for descriptions, but rather evoke
identifying descriptions in both speaker and hearer, though not
necessarily the same descriptions, nor necessarily accurate descrip­
tions. 6 This theory incorporates "the principle of identifying de­
scriptions" attacked as "idealistic" by Putnam, Kripke, and Donnellan.
I shall return to it below. For the moment, however, I want to dwell
on the fact that what Searle calls the "axiom of existence" is simply
Russell's

(1) Whatever is referred to must exist.

To this first axiom, Searle adds two more: the "axiom of identity"­

(5) If a predicate is true of an object it is true of anything identical
with that object regardless of what expressions are used to
refer to that object

and the "axiom of identification"-
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(6) If a speaker refers to an object, then he identifies or is able
on demand to identify that object for the hearer apart from
all other objects. 7

Before going on to see how Searle handles reference to fictional en­
tities, we should note that on a pure "language-game" approach (6)
could take the place of (1). That is, as long as we view language as
conventional behavior, rather than as hooking on to the world at
designated spots, ability to identify should be enough to keep con­
versation going, existence or no existence. To put this still another
way, conversations about Holmes or caloric conducted by those who
believe that these entities actually exist, are, qua games, just like con­
versations about Gladstone or electrons. (5) and (6) seem sufficient
conventions to regulate such conversations. So we shall shortly have
to ask why Searle wants to preserve (1) rather than resting content
with (5) and (6).

But, before doing so, consider what Searle says about Holmes. In
an article called "The Logical Status of Fictional Discourse," Searle
has spelled out the view he suggested in Speech Acts-that we engage
in two distinct games, "fictional discourse" and "real world talk,"
and that

in real world talk both "Sherlock Holmes" and "Mrs. Sherlock Holmes"
fail of reference because there never existed any such people. In fictional
talk "Sherlock Holmes" refers, for such a character really does exist in
fiction, but "Mrs. Sherlock Holmes" fails of reference because there is no

such fictional character. 8

He begins his later article by saying that he believes that

there is a systematic set of relationships between the meanings of the
words and sentences we utter and the illocutionary acts we perform in the
utterance of those words and sentences.

Now for anybody who holds such a view the existence of fictional
discourse poses a difficult problem . . . how can it be the case that
words and other elements in a fictional story have their ordinary meanings
and yet the rules that attach to those words and other elements and de­
termine their meaning are not complied with ... ?9

The answer, he goes on to say, must be that "in fictional speech
semantic rules are altered or suspended in some way." To see how,
we must first see that "the author of a work of fiction pretends to
perform a series of illocutionary acts, normally of the representative
type," and then that

the pretended illocutions which constitute a work of fiction are made
possible by the existence of a set of conventions which suspend the
normal operation of the rules relating illocutionary acts and the world.
In this sense, to use Wittgenstein's jargon, telling stories really is a separate
language game; to be played it requires a separate set of conventions,
though these conventions are not meaning rules; and the language game is
not on all fours with illocutionary language games, but is parasitic upon
them. 10

So "~hat mak~s fiction possible is a set of extralinguistic, non-se­
mantIC conventIOns that break the connection between words and
the world established by the rules"ll which govern assertions-e.g.,
the rule that "the maker of an assertion commits himself to the truth
of the expressed proposition."12

.This solution to Searle's original problem is sensible enough. But it
WIll nevertheless seem trivial if one thinks of "determining meaning"
as "determining word-world relationships." Searle tells us that words
can mean the same when the rules governing their use changes, be­
cau~e we pretend to obey the old rules. But if pretense is as good as
realIty, we may have doubts about the original claim that rules for
performing speech-acts determine meaning. To see this issue more
clearly, consider Searle's claim that "one of the conditions on the
successful performance of the speech act of reference is that there
must exist an object that the speaker is referring to."13 Searle has to
say that this condition can be fulfilled in fictional discourse: "Be­
cause the author has created these fictional characters, we on the
other hand can make true statements about them as fictional charac­
ters."14 Thus "the world" whose connection with words is established
by the rules for performing speech-acts is one which contains fictional
objects. "I did not pretend to refer to a real Sherlock Holmes; I
really referred to the fictional Sherlock Holmes."Is

But what is the difference supposed to be between saying, with
Russell, that to assert

Holmes lived in Baker Street

is to assert, roughly,

The Holmes stories contain such statements as "Holmes lived
in Baker Street"

and saying, with Searle and against Russell, that we are "really refer­
ring" to Holmes? Well, there is at least this difference. When Russell
formulated (1) he meant to use such "analyses" as the above to



118 Problem about Fictional Discourse?

protect it against counter-examples. But for reasons we have al­
ready looked at, a speech-act theory cannot resort to this strategy of
"analyzing away" unwelcome referring expressions. So Searle has.to
construct the notion of "existence-in-fiction" and "reference WIth
fictional discourse" to substitute for such analyses if (1) is to be
saved. But it has been saved at the cost of ambiguity and triviality.
Russell meant by "existence" plain ordinary spatio-temporal exis­
tence (with qualifications to allow for mathematical objects, knowl­
edge of which he thought rested on direct acquaintance with "logical"
universals). If we are to allow the results of "creation of fictional
characters" to satisfy (1) we shall have to say that "existence" now
means something like "either spatio-temporal existence or ability to
be referred to in a language-game parasitic on real world (spatio­
temporal) talk and known to its speakers to be distinct from such
talk." (The last qualification is necessary to prevent caloric being cre­
ated as an object of reference by chemists who thought it real; it is
only so created, presumably, by historians of science who assert
"caloric naturally rises" in the context of discussion of a theory
which they do not accept.)

The trouble with revising (1) by broadening the sense of "exists"
is that it brings to a head the question I raised above about language­
game approaches: is there any real difference between (1) and (6)­
the axioms of, respectively, existence and identifiability? For "abili­
ty to refer to X" in fictional discourse (or in any other parasitic
language-game) seems just "ability to keep up a coherent conversa­
tion about X." This, in tum, seems just possession of an identifying
description full enough to let us see what would count for or against
various assertions using the term in question. If we agree that Holmes
is a fictional character, we shall settle debates about his habits by
turning to Conan Doyle, we shall not inquire whether he and Gladstone
ever met, and so on. That is, we shall conduct successful conversation
about him in a way which would not be possible with someone who
took him to be an historical personage. In general, if we ask "what is
enough of an identifying description to satisfy Searle's (6)?" the an­
swer would seem to be that it would have to at least give us a sense
of what is relevant to answering questions about the referent. But
that seems to say that one can successfully refer to anything if one
knows how to play the standard language-game about that thing.
(Though this may be a different game at different times, as the exam­
ple of caloric shows.)

The conclusion I want to draw is that just those considerations
which moved Searle away from Russell's picture of language hooking
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on to the world with "genuine names" and towards a "language-game"
approach make it impossible for him to give a nontrivial sense to his
"axiom of existence," Russell's (1). His attempt to do so works per­
fectly well as long as he simply remarks that there are conventions
which permit you to talk as if you believed that something existed
even when you don't. But this sensible remark is too slight to count
as part of a general theory about "how words relate to the world" or
of the "logical status" of kinds of discourse. All that Searle's approach
permits him to say is that they relate to the world by being counters
used in games of assertion and denial, where any game can be played
as long as there are conventions to tell one what moves to make. But
if this were enough to say (as I, in fact, think it), no one would have
dreamed of a discipline called "philosophy of language" which an­
swered questions about how language works. Searle falls between
two stools by retaining a Russellian notion of reference, contextually
defined in part by (1), while abjuring Russellian notions of "implicit
assertions" about the spatio-temporal world.

4. Donnellan and Physicalist Semantics

I tum now to a reaction against the notion, common to Russell and
Searle, that we use proper names (of either real or fictional objects)
by virtue of our possession of identifying descriptions of them. This
reaction is associated with the names of Kripke, Putnam, Field, and
Donnellan. I shall discuss Donnellan because he is the only member
of the group associated with the so-called "causal theory of reference"
to have published an explicit discussion of reference to fictional
entities. Donnellan would presumably agree with Russell that there
are conventions such that we can properly assent to "Holmes lived
on Baker Street" by treating it as an abbreviation for "According to
the Holmes stories, . . ." But Donnellan wants to answer the further
question: how, in the absence of such conventions (as in the case of a
fiction which has successfully imposed itself as reality), "can one even
speak and be understood when using a singular expression with no
referent[?] "16 Donnellan is unwilling to allow that when the child
who believes in Santa Claus says "Santa Claus will come tonight" a
proposition has been expressed, much less a true oneY The child's
disbelieving parents may use the same form of words to abbreviate
"According to the legend, Santa Claus will come tonight" and there­
by say something true. But the truth of "Santa Claus does not exist"
is not a function of what the legend says. Nor, on Donnellan's account,
is it an abbreviation for the Russellian "There is no entity such
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that . . ."; for Donnellan views the Russellian notion of reference as
accomplished through "identifying descriptions" as fundamentally
erroneous. He presumably would view the defects of Searle's view as
an indication of the hidden errors in Russell's. More generally, he
would regard the relation between Russell and Searle as analogous to
that between Sin and Death.

To understand Donnellan's solution to his problem, we must un­
derstand the underlying criticism of Russell. Those who favor "causal
theories of reference" think that Russell strayed into something like
idealism by thinking that reference is established by "something in
the speaker's mind." Specifically, this error led him to disjoin "refer­
ence" from a word-world connection, and thus to mislocate the "tie"
between language and the world in the epistemological notion of "ac­
quaintance" -a notion which gave rise to Russell's notoriously ob­
scure and unworkable theory that only demonstratives like "this"
were "genuine names." Donnellan wants to preserve what he calls the
"natural" view which Russell tried to hang on to by invoking this
latter notion, but to do so consistently with the central theses of his
own ~'historical explanation" view. This view says that

when there is an absence of historical connection between an individual
and the use of a name by a speaker, then, be the speaker's descriptions
ever so correct about a certain individual, that individual is not the refer­
ent; . . . on the other hand, a certain historical connection between the
use of a name and an individual can make the individual the referent even
though the speaker's descriptions would not by themselves single out the
individual. 18

This view contrasts sharply with Searle's, since it disjoins the
"condition of identification" entirely from the "condition of exis­
tence." Whereas it was natural for Searle to think that our ability to
conduct successful convention-regulated conversations about fictional
characters was a reason for saying that the existence condition is sat­
isfied in fictional discourse, Donnellan sees no necessary connection
between what is being referred to and what the speaker would pick
out as what he was talking about. So his solution to his chosen prob­
lem of how one can "speak and be understood" when using a singu­
lar expression with no reference will have nothing to do with the
speaker's or the hearer's intentions or dispositions or knowledge. Part
of his solution goes as follows:

If N is a proper name that has been used in predicative statements with the
intention to refer to some individual, then "N does not exist" is true if and
only if the history of those uses ends in a block19

where "ending in a block" is defined as "ending with events that pre­
clude any referent being identified. "20 Thus if Holmes had been gen­
erally thought a real contemporary of Gladstone's but historical in­
vestigation had subsequently proved that people only speak of Holmes
because of Doyle's stories, we should have encountered a block. At
that point we should conclude that all statements such as "Holmes
lived in Baker Street" are false, unless intended as abbreviations for
"According to the Holmes stories, Holmes lived in Baker Street."

To evaluate this solution, recall that the "natural" view which
Searle and Donnellan both wish to preserve is that

in using such simple sel1tences (as "Socrates is snub-nosed") we are not
saying something general about the world-that is, not saying something
that would be correctly analyzed with the aid of quantifiers; ... in such
cases the speaker could, in all probability, have said the same thing, ex­
pressed the same proposition, with the aid of other and different singular
expressions, so long as they are being used to refer to the same individ­
ual. 21

This view, when conjoined with the anti-Russellian claim that "proper
names have no descriptive content,"22 makes Dennellan say that
"Santa Claus will not come tonight" cannot express a proposition.
If one has no "descriptive content" in the subject-term, then no
proposition is expressed unless the proper historical connection
is present. This means that for "Santa Claus does not exist," and
existential statements involving proper names generally, "we can­
not preserve a clear notion of what proposition is expressed." So
we must disjoin knowing how to use a statement from knowing
what proposition it expresses. The price we pay for retaining the
"natural view" while rejecting the view, common to Russell and
Searle, that "meaning is in the mind" is twofold:

(a) we must adopt the counter-intuitive notion that our
knowledge of what is referred to depends upon historical
inquiry

(b) we must drop the assimilation of "knowing what propo­
sition is expressed by S" to "knowing the truth-conditions
for S."

We can hook up this result with the result of our discussion of
Searle by saying that if we reject Searle's claim that in talk of fic­
tional entities we "really refer," then we are driven to a notion of
reference which ties it (as in Russell) to epistemological notions of
direct acquaintance or (as in Donnellan) to the view that we can
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understand the "tie between language and the world" only for pred­
icative statements and not for existential statements. To put it anoth­
er way, if we insist against Searle that only spatio-temporal existence
will suffice to satisfy the "existence condition" on reference, then
we shall either have to say with Russell that

(i) The notion of reference needs to be fleshed out with
"analyses" of what sentences are really about

or to say with Donnellan that

(ii) The notion of reference which specifies the "tie between
language and the world" has no application for such true and
intelligible statements as "Holmes did not exist."

If we adopt (ii), we must recognize that Russell's (1)-the claim
that we can only refer to what exists-has now been preserved only
~t the cost of serious concessions. For Russell thought that reference
m the sense governed by (1) was a prerequisite for significant talk
about the world. On Donnellan's view, we can make true and intel­
ligible assertions about the spatio-temporal world which contain no
referring expressions. Here we see a result of a sharp divergence in
motive between Russell and advocates of "causal theories" of refer­
ence. Russell wanted semantics in order to do "verificationist"
epistemology better, and so he aimed for a general account of all true
and intelligible statements about the world which would exhibit our
methods of understanding and verifying them. The price Russell
paid for (1) was paradoxically complex "analyses" of some state­
ments. Most admirers of Donnellan and Kripke, however, want se­
mantics in order to do what Putnam calls "realist" epistemology bet­
ter, where being "realist" means a full-fledged return to "picture"
theories of language.23 So the price Donnellan pays for (1) is to be
unable to say what propositions are expressed by many statements
which are both intelligible and true. Russell's paradoxes come when
he reads more into our speech-act than we had thought was there.
Donnellan's come when he declines to provide a "tie between lan­
guage and the world" for many true statements which look as if they
were asserting such ties.

The notion of a "realist" epistemology, in the sense intended by
Putnam, Kripke, and Donnellan, is complex and obscure. But for
present purposes it may suffice to say that it is an attempt to expound
the consequences of the following theses:

(7) Knowledge gives us a picture of physical reality

(8) Any~hing can be a picture of reality according to certain con­
ventIOns
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(9) So to avoid a relativism of "alternative conceptual schemes"
we must say that there are word-world relationships which
hold independently of any choice of conventions, conceptual
schemes, identifying descriptions, or other "subjective"
factors, and are themselves physical relationships.

In short, a realistic epistemology and/or philosophy oflanguage wants
to develop an account of "how words relate to the world" which
would not work equally well for a fictional world and for a real one.
In realist .eyes, t~e fatal flaw of the Russell-Searle way of looking at
language IS that It, would work equally well if life were a dream, or if
Descartes' demon were real, or if we were all brains preserved in vats.
For reasons I have set out elsewhere,24 I do not think this sort of
realism is a coherent project, but I shall put off further discussion of
it until section 7. In the following section I want to take up one more
a~count of truth about fictions in order to round out my presenta­
tIOn of the standard strategies for dealing with this problem.

5. Meinongianism and "Incomplete Objects"

Russell originally proposed his theory of descriptions as a way of
avoiding granting existence to all intentional objects, a view he at­
t:ibuted to Meinong. He gave nei~her an accurate account ofMeinong's
VIews nor a clear argument agamst them, nor shall I. I shall simply
follow custom in using the label "Meinongian" for any view of ref­
erence which holds that reference to Gladstone and to Holmes occurs
in exactly the same way, and that the difference between real and
fictional pe~son.s is irrelevant to semantics. The most recent exponent
of such a VIew IS Terence Parsons.25 I shall sketch the general lines of
Par:sons' treatment of truth about fiction very briefly, and then
qmckly ~ocu:s.on a Meino~gian notion which most philosophers find
counter mtuitIve, that of "mcomplete objects."

The basic Meinongian strategy is to substitute

(1')Whatever is referred to must be an object

for Russell's

(1) Whatever is referred to must exist.

The idea is to take the "identifying description" we use to "pick out"
a referent as enumerating the members of a subset of a (possibly)
larger set of properties which is the object itself-the remainder of
the. set ?ei~g composed of all its as yet unmentioned properties.
:"1em~m!pamsm ca~ be thought of as saying: If you have enough
IdentIfymg propertles, you can forget about particulars to bear those
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properties. Berkeley said, in the same spirit, that if you had enough
ideas you could forget about the material substrata in which qualities
inhere; and Kant, that if you had enough coherent representations
you could forget about the thing-in-itself.

The effect of this strategy is to make it possible to refer to, and
thus to tell truths about, practically anything. The only sorts of ex­
pressions which Parsons would exclude from referring are ones like
"the thing which is round and not round." Yet he happily includes
"the round square." On his view, it is true that the round square is
round in just the same sense that it is true of Henry James that, in
addition to the various properties by which we usually identify him,
he includes the property of having encountered Charles Sanders
Peirce on a visit to Paris. In just that sense, it is true that Sherlock
Holmes has the property of being of matrilineal French descent.
Trouble arises for this strategy only when one begins to consider
properties like "existent" and ask whether there is a set of properties
which includes all the properties of Sherlock Holmes plus one extra
-the property of existence. Again, one can generate problems by
including the property "being as yet unthought of." Parson's strategy
here is to excise all such paradoxes by treating this sort of "special"
troublemaking property as "extranuclear" and saying that "objects
are composed of nuclear properties only,"26 e.g., the sort of proper­
ties which occur in ordinary nonintensional predicative judgments.

Skipping blithely over both the details and the difficulties of this
nuclear-extranuclear distinction, I shall pass at once to the a.pplication
of Parsons' theory to fictional characters. Parsons thinks2 that this
application is confirmation of the truth of his view. He regards the
intuition that talk about fictional objects should be "analysed away
... in such a way that the paraphrase refers only to real objects­
perhaps to novels, or sentences in novels . . ." as an "idiosyncrasy
of recent Anglo-American philosophy."28 He urges that his view lets
us say a lot of things which the Russellian tradition forbids-e.g., that
Holmes is a detective, Pegasus a winged horse, and so on. On his view,

[inl the case of "Sherlock Holmes" we get an incomplete, possible, non­
existent object, some of whose nuclear properties are: being a detective,
catching criminals, smoking a pipe, etc. Typically, fictional objects will be
incomplete, for the body of literature in question will not determine all
of their properties. For example, it is not true that according to the
Conan Doyle novels, Holmes had a mole on his left leg, nor is it true that
according to those novels he didn't have a mole on his left leg ... he is
indeterminate with respect to that property.29

1::
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Parsons wishes us to accept this outcome with equanimity, but
there is obviously something troubling in the notion of an "incom­
plete" object. The difficulty becomes extreme in the cases of "too
simple" stories-like that cited by Parsons from David Lewis: "Staub
was a dragon who had ten magic rings. The end." One is tempted to
say that there is a minimum number of properties which even an
incomplete object must have, and that Staub does not qualify. Fur­
ther, there is ~ converse difficulty, also pointed out by Lewis: we can
construct two objects, one of which is the set of all properties Holmes
is said to have in the stories and the other is all these plus having a
mole on the left leg. Indeed, by placing moles elsewhere we can con­
struct indefinitely many objects of this Holmesian sort. Which is the
object of which the Holmes stories are true? It is natural to say: only
the jirst. But though natural, it seems arbitrary. Once we connive at
Ie notion that there is truth-by-correspondence-to-an-object about
Holmes, why should we think that Conan Doyle knew all such truths?
Suppose we try to avoid incomplete objects. We might just construct
a complete object on the basis of the properties attributed to Holmes
in the stories. For every sensible question which can reasonably be
raised about Henry James (did he meet Gladstone? did he shave twice
a day?), there is an answer, although usually unknown to us. That is
why Henry James is a complete object. If, per impossibile, we list all
the questions we can ask about James, raise them about Holmes, and
assign arbitrary answers, we shall have a complete object. Unfortu­
nately, of course, Lewis' point applies here also. If we give a dif­
ferent arbitrary answer to one question, we shall have a different
complete object. The practical impossibility of listing all the ques­
tions should be no more of a barrier to saying that there are such
objects than is the practical impossibility of thinking of all the prop­
erties attributed to Holmes by the stories.

What bothers us, I think, in considering these consequences of
Parsons' theory is just that the pleasure of being able to say "Holmes
is a detective" and "Pegasus is a winged horse" without having to
think of them as Russellian abbreviations of statements about stories
is diminished by the strain of regarding truth about Holmes as a
relation between a sentence and an object. If we let the object be
simply "that of which all and only the sentences in the stories are
true," as Parsons does, then the strain will not arise. But as soon as
we contemplate the difficulty of picking out which object the
sentences are true of, the notion of truth-by-correspondence suddenly
seems altogether out of place. So does the notion of "corresponding
to an incomplete object," particularly because, even if we throw in
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billions of arbitrary extra properties in hopes of a complete Holmes,
we shall never construct an object which can be fitted into a complete
story of nineteenth-century London (all the space-time intervals be­
ing, alas, already full of other objects). To do so we would have to
construct a complete new world, one in which no space-time interval
is identical with any in the actual world. But when we think of build­
ing up a "new" space and time by adding together properties, we run
up against all the intuitions which Kant mustered in the "Transcen­
dental Aesthetic": there cannot be more than one space ortime. The
basic Meinongian strategy of substituting clusters of properties for
individuals breaks down as soon as we come to spatio-temporal rela­
tionships.

There are various Meinongian things which might be said to allay
these qualms, most of them insisting that we should not confuse
"being an object of reference" with "being a spatio-temporal object."
For Meinongian purposes, we want a notion of "object" at least as
vague as Wittgenstein's use of Gegenstand in the Tractatus. If one
views semantical notions like "truth" and "reference" as applying
equally to mathematical equations and reports of spatio-temporal
events, for example, one will want a notion of truth-as-correspon­
dence-to-reality which floats free of constructing linguistic pictures
of physical reality. So one will want to disassociate (1) from the
"natural view" described by Donnellan-a view which insists on the
possibility "of singular terms which do not introduce quantifiers,"
of simply "picking something out" without "saying something
general." Or, at least, one will want to disassociate this notion of
"picking out" from the commonsensical activity of "isolating the
relevant spatio-temporal region" one is talking about. "Picking out"
will have to extend to, e.g., picking out a possible world, or an item
in "logical space."

Rather than examining how far one could go in defending Mei­
nongianism, however, I shall rest content with this bare indication of
the line of objections and replies which Meinongian proposals gener­
ate. I want to press on, in the next section, to a more general discus­
sion of whether and how the notion of truth-by-correspondence (and
thus of "reference" as a notion needed to explicate the correspon­
dence in question) can be disassociated from physicalism-from the
intuition that all truth is, somehow, truth about the layout of the
spatio-temporal world. I shall be arguing that the notions of "cor­
respondence" and "reference," in the senses in which all four of the
authors I have discussed use them, cannot be so disassociated: that
Donnellan is, to this extent, right. So I shall argue that we have only

,
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two alternatives: a "pure" language-game approach which dispenses
with these notions altogether, or a rigidly physicalist approach which
interprets them in terms of physical causality. To put it in terms of
my main topic: The alternatives are to separate semantics from epis­
temology so drastically that semantics will have no interesting dis­
tinctions to make between truth about fact and about fiction, or to
bring semantics together with a realistic epistemology of "picturing"
which, in the manner of Donnellan, will disallow truth about fiction
altogether.

6. The Parmenidean Picture Picture

Let me try to bring out the moral of the complicated story I have
been telling by putting forward a very simple-minded view of lan­
guage and truth -one which avoids all the problems discussed so far.
This view follows Dewey, Sellars, and the later Wittgenstein in taking
all assertions as moves in a game. What Dewey called "the warranted
assertions"-the ones we normally call "true"-are warranted in as
_many various ways as there are topics of discourse. Consider the fol-

/~lowing examples: "2 plus 2 is 4"; "Holmes lived in Baker Street";
"Henry James was born in America"; "There ought to be more love
in the world"; "Vermeer's straightforward use of light is more suc­
cessful than La Tour's trickery." These are all warranted assertions,
and all true in exactly the same sense. The differences between them
are revealed by sociological study of the way in which people would
justify each assertion-but not by semantics. Or, to put it another
way, whatever semantics (or "philosophy of language") may be good
for, it will not tell you anything about "how words relate to the
world"-for there is nothing general to be said. On this view, the no­
tion of "reference," as a relation satisfying (1), is pointless, a philos­
opher's invention. All we need is the commonsensical notion of
"talking about," where the criterion for what a statement is "about"
is just whatever its utterer "has in mind"-that is, whatever he thinks
he's talking about. The philosopher's notion of truth as "correspon­
dence to reality" is a pointless attempt to press sentences like the
one about Vermeer above into the same mold as sentences like "The
cat is on the mat."

This view is amiably simple-minded, completely unhelpful if one
hopes that light will be shed on the nature of fictions by analytic
philosophy of language, and, I think, correct. What is helpful for
purposes of thinking about fiction, I believe, is asking why the
phenomenon of analytic philosophy of language exists-or, more
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precisely, why (1) was ever taken seriously. Why should the perfectly
reasonable epistemological point that

The best way to find out about Sherlock Holmes is to read Conan
Doyle's stories

ever have been expressed as the semantical claim that

Statements about Sherlock Holmes are really about Conan Doyle's
stories?

Well, perhaps for the same bad reasons as

The best way to find out about the stars is to use your senses

was expressed as

Statements about stars are really statements about sense-data.

But why, once semantics was separated off from epistemology in the
enlightened post-war, post-positivistic era of analytic philosophy, did
not Searle and Strawson rest content with language-as-game rather
than attempting "theory of reference"? Why would anyone still
bother to be Meinongian -creating objects to refer to in order to save
an analogue of (1)-rather than simply saying that we can have war­
ranted assertions (e.g., "Love is better than hate") which only a die­
hard Platonist would insist are "about objects"?

The answer, I think, is that semantics has not become completely
disjoined from epistemology, despite advertisements to that effect.
Most philosophers of language want the same thing out of semantics
that epistemologists from Descartes to Chisholm wanted: an account
of our representations of the world which guarantees that we have
not lost touch with it, an answer to the skeptic which flows from a
general account of the nature of representation. The difference be­
tween mental representations and linguistic representations has not
changed the motive of an inquiry into representation; whereas once
~e had theori~s about privileged "ideas" or Vorstellungen (simple
Ideas of ~ensatIon, cle~ and distinct ideas, categories) with which to
argue agamst ~e skeptIc, we now have theories about those privileged
elements of dIscourse (e.g., names, identifying descriptions) which
"tie language to the world." In both traditional epistemology and re­
cent semantics there is a self-deceptive attempt to conceal this mo­
ti~e by describing the activity as simply an explanation of how the
mmd or the language works, but the account offered always betrays
the need to answer the skeptic who asks: how would it be different
if everything were a dream? How would it be different if it were all
made up? How would it be different if there were nothing there to

(

be represented? How does having knowledge differ from making
poems and telling stories?

Only the urge to answer such questions keeps a notion like (1) alive
-or, more precisely, makes philosophers think that there is an inter­
esting notion called "reference" in addition to the commonsensical
notion of "talking about." For only the notion that where there is
truth there is "correspondence to an object" would have made Searle
think that an understanding of the language-game played with, e.g.,
"Sherlock Holmes" required the notion of "existence-in-fiction."
Only the same notion would make it seem worthwhile to challenge
the Russellian "analyses" by supplying Meinongian "objects" rather
than simply denying (1) and sweeping away Russell's (2), (3), and
(4) along with it. Only this notion gives plausibility to Donnellan's
claim that "Santa Claus comes tonight" does not express a propo­
sition, or that we do not know what proposition "Santa Claus does
not exist" expresses. For only the rather desperate fear that language
will lose touch with the world could make one think that "knbwing
what proposition is expressed by'S'" has nothing to do with know­
ing how to use "S" and everything to do with picking out something
in the world for "S" to be true of. The insistence on preserving (1) can
only be explained as an expression of the captivating picture which is
sketched in Wittgenstein's Tractatus:

The object is simple.

Every statement about complexes can be analysed into a statement about
their constituent parts, and into those propositions which completely
describe the complexes.

Objects form the substance of the world. Therefore they cannot be com­
pound.

If the world had no substance, then whether a proposition had sense would
depend on whether another proposition was true.

It would then be impossible to form a picture of the world (true or false).

It is clear that however different from the real world an imagined one may
be, it must have something-a form-in common with the real world.

This fixed form consists of the objects. 30

The language-game approach of the Investigations abandons this
"picture picture" of language precisely in allowing that whether a
sentence has sense (i.e., can be intelligible and true or false) may be
dependent upon whether another sentence is true. Since this possi­
bility is paradigmatically actual in the case of fictional discourse
(taken at face value and neither "analyzed" ala Russell nor assigned
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special referents as in Searle and Parsons), philosophical problems
about fiction simply do not arise once the picture picture is dropped.
Nor, for parallel reasons, do sceptical problems about life being a
dream, nor the problem of how scientific theories may be "philo­
sophically" distinguished from poems.

The common root of all these problems is the fear that the mani­
fold possibilities offered by discursive thought will play us false, will
make us "lose contact" with the real. This fear is, as Heidegger has
argued, definatory of the Western philosophical tradition. To see
why Wittgenstein feared that nonpicture, "~ame" theories would lose
touch with "the fixed form of the world" 1 and would make impos­
sible "determinacy of meaning,"32 we need to look back all the way
to Parmenides. Parmenides' fear of the poetic, playful, arbitrary as­
pects of language was so great as to make him distrust predicative dis­
course itself. This distrust came from the conviction that only being
seized, compelled, gripped, by the real could produce Knowledge ra­
ther than Opinion. When Parmenides says that we "cannot speak of
what is not," I take him to be saying that discourse which is not so
gripped is not even a candidate for expressing Knowledge. Since dis­
course which uses two different expressions to apply to the real is,
Parmenides thought, committed either to negative predication or to
redundancy, no predicative sentence can do more than express
Opinion. The multiplicity of things which predicative discourse can
say shows Parmenides that such discourse depends upon conventions
of representation, and thus is vO/J.w rather than <!>VOEL. If Heidegger is
right in suggesting that this dread 6f losing the "essential togetherness
of Being and Apprehension" is Plato's inheritance from Parmenides,
then we can see the history of epistemology and semantics as the at­
tempt to "ground" predicative discourse on a nonconventional rela­
tion to reality. Such a grounding will divide predicative discourse into
two parts, one corresponding to the Way of Truth, because "an­
chored" epistemologically or semantically by unmediated relation­
ships, and the other corresponding to the Way of Opinion, because
lacking such anchorage. 'E1Tta7r1/J.f/, science, will be the paradigm of
the first sort, and 1TO{f/OLC:, poetry, what has been made up, the para­
digm of the second.

This need for a division between two sorts of discourse is, I think,
the link between the twentieth-century semantical tradition of ad­
herence to Russell's (1) and the old epistemological tradition which
thinks of some sort of "vision" as the relationship which hooks men­
tal representations to reality. Following Heidegger once again, it seems
natural to see Russell's notion of "knowledge by acquaintance" as the

heir of Plato's attempt to model Knowledge on vision -thus securing
the sort of compulsion to believe the truth which occurs when what
is before our eyes makes it impossible to doubt the truth of a propo­
sition. Plato and Russell both think that unless this analogue to the
forced character of visual perception occurs, there will be no distinc­
tion between knowledge and opinion, logic and mysticism, science and
poetry. Heidegger sketches the relation between Parmenides' original
distrust of language and predication and Plato's as follows:

The word toEa means that which is seen in the visible, the aspect it offers.
What is offered is the appearance, elooc:, of what confronts us.33

( The crux of the matter is not that epUOtc: should have been characterized as
\~8€a but that the l8€a should have become the sole and decisive interpre­

tation of being. 34

epuatc: is the emerging power, the standing-there-in-itself, stability. 'Io€a,
appearance as what is seen, is a determination of the stable insofar and
only insofar as it encounters vision. 35

From this adoption of vision as the model for our relation to Be­
ing, Heidegger continues, was to come the Aristotelian notion of
truth as accuracy of representation (Op()07f/C: rather than a:Af/()€ia):
"The truth becomes the correctnes~ of the logos. "36

But Plato himself was still Parmenidean enough to reject the
view which both Aristotle and contemporary analytic philosophy of
language take for granted: that there can be fully meaningful uses of
language which are bad representations of reality (either because
they are false or because they are phrased in inappropriate vocabu­
lary) - but nevertheless "hook on" to reality by a relation of ref­
erence and serve as hypotheses, stepping-stones to better representa­
tions. Thus Nicholas White says that Plato

does not accord full meaningfulness to languages that are not perfect and
final representations of reality.... Not only is the true theory of the
knowable world, i.e., of the world of the Forms, without genuine precur­
sors, but it is also without genuine alternatives. 37

White explains that Plato is led eventually to reject the notion of
hypotheses because he thinks that "we have, in our ability to appre­
hend Forms, an avenue to knowledge of them which is independent
of language" and so we may

simply hope to happen on what we can know, without worrying about
whether it answers to a previous inquiry, or how it would be described in
terms to which we are accustomed.

It is Plato's picture of the nature of intelligible reality that makes this
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last expedient one that he can contemplate. For he can think of the Forms
as somehow lying plainly open to one's mental gaze, if one could only
clear away the obstructions. 38

This epistemology-of-vision brings the following semantical conse­
quence, which Alexander Nehamas calls Plato's "One-Name Assump­
tion" :

If w is the name of a, then w is the only name a has, and a is the only ob­
ject named byw.39

Nehamas makes the same point when he says that Plato

thinks of an (Jvop.a as revealing the nature of what it names, and that it is
only if this very strong semantical relation obtains that a word can pick
out an item in reality.4o

This "very strong semantical relation" is the heir of the even
stronger Parmenidean relation of being-undiscursively-gripped-by,
and the ancestor of the weaker Russellian relation of "reference"
which dominates recent semantics. All three notions contrast with
the weakest semantical relation in the area-mere "talking about," in
the sense in which we can talk about, but not refer to, nonexistent,
and specifically fictional, entities. That relation is one which may be
constituted by discourse-since no more is required for talking about
Sherlock Holmes or caloric than that the words "Sherlock Holmes"
and "caloric" be systematically bandied about. The Parmenidean,
Platonic, and Russellian relations, by contrast, are word-world rela­
tionships which are presuppositions and foundations of discourse.
They are relations which purport to make truth possible-or, more
exactly, to make possible first-class truth, as opposed to the parasitic
and second-rate sort of truth possessed by "Holmes lived in Baker
Street." To understand the need which the young Wittgenstein felt
for such a relation we must understand the need for a distinction
between "responsible" and "irresponsible" discourse -that need to
distinguish sharply between science and poetry which makes us dis­
tinctively Western.

7. Physicalism and Factuality

Were it not for our Parmenidean need to be constrained to truth,
compelled by things to call them by their proper names, we should
n~ver have thought that a discipline called "theory of knowledge"
mIght tell us about "objectivity," nor that another called "philoso­
phy of language" could tell us how words hook on to the world. The
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very idea that we could have a theory about mental or linguistic rep­
resentations which would not be a "game" theory-which would find
representations which stood in "natural" rather than merely conven­
tional relations to the objects represented-is so odd that only
something like Heidegger's view of the West as obsessed by the "met­
aphysics of presence" can account for it. But given this commitment
plus the idea, current since Frege, that semantics rather than episte­
mology is "first philosophy," plus the further idea that Russell's ap­
proach confuses epistemological with purely semantical considera­
tions, it is natural that the demand for a "causal theory" should be

-nte final formulation of our Parmenidean yearnings. The argument
offered in propositions (7)-(9) above is that a picture picture of lan­
guage will only be possible if physical relationships are substituted
for conventional ones in explaining how words hook up with the
world. This argument is, I think, valid, but constitutes a reductio
ad absurdum of (7). What I have said so far is simply that attempts
(like Searle's and Parsons') to avoid the physicalism to which this ar­
gument leads are pointless. To say with Searle that Russell's (l)-"the
axiom. of existence" -can be satisfied by fictitious characters, or to
~ay w~th ParsoJ.ls th~t it .can be satisfi~d by nonspatio-temporal ob­
Jects, IS to depnve thIS aXIOm of any pomt. For that axiom was form­
ulated as an attempt to make sure that language was hooked up to
the spatio-temporal world by such nonconventional relationships as
Rus.sellian "knowledge by acquaintance." Once such epistemological
notIOns are gone, the only nonconventional relationship which is
even a candidate for the desired hook-up is ordinary physical causality.

~at,. then, can we say ~bout the success of physicalism in giving
satIsfactIOn to our Parmemdean urges? If we view physicalistic se­
mantics as some of its proponents view it-as a prolegomenon to a
"realistic" epistemology-its prospects are dim. For our ability to
give a causal account (e.g., an evolutionary account) of how we came
to use the words we do and to assert the propositions we assert
shows nothing whatever about whether we are representing reality
accurately. Any community with a reasonably complete language
and a reasonably imaginative scientific world-story will be able to
give such an account of how it came to speak and believe as it does.
What Putnam calls "internal realism" -the ability of science to double
back on itself and explain its own genesis-has nothing to do with
the Parmenidean need to feel that reality has constrained us, or is in
the process of constraining us, to pick the One Right Representation
of .itself. (The latter is what Putnam calls "metaphysical realism,"
whIch he has come to regard as incoherent.)41 The Cartesian and
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Kantian urge to slide a philosophical foundation underneath our sci­
ence or our culture will not be gratified by a physicalistic semantics.

Another sort of urge, however, will be. This is the urge to find a
principled differentiation between science and nonscience, between
first-rate picturing discourse and second-rate nonpicturing discourse,
between talking about the world and talking about what we have
"made up." If physicalistic semantics cannot guarantee that we are
getting the world right, it can at least give us a way of quashing the
fear that science itself is simply a form of myth-making-the fear
that there is no distinction between €7rWTr1J11/ and 1ro{1/OLr;; to be made
at all. This is the fear which both idealism and a thorough-going
"language-game" approach inspire, the fear that there are simply no
ties at all between language and the world, that we are wandering
about among our own creations rather than being constrained to
truth. A physicalist semantics offers, by contrast, an account of the
distinction between €7rWTr1J11/ and 1ro{1/OLr;; in terms of the notion of
an Ideal Causal Explanation of Linguistic Behavior. Such an explana­
tion is a part of the Ideal Explanation of All Events-that part which
explains why human beings say the things they do. Some of the things
they say are to be explained on the basis of reality being as they say
it is. Other things are to be explained in other ways. The former
things make up first-class picturing discourse; the latter, second-class
gamesome discourse. Intuitively, the idea is that where there are
causal lines between referring expressions and entities mentioned in
the Ideal Explanation, there we have picturing. Where there are not,
where tracing causal pathways is prevented by what Donnellan calls
"blocks," we do not. True statements containing expressions which
are thus "blocked off" from reality are "truths in fiction" -truths in
the language-game sense, statements whose truth is mere warranted
assertibility.

The most explicit statement of the relevant physicalist intuitions
has been given by Dagfinn Flhllesdal, in an attempt to explain what
Quine is getting at in his mysterious doctrine of the "double inde­
terminacy of translation" -the claim that "the totality of truths of
nature, known and unknown, observable and unobservable, past and
future leaves translation undetermined." On the question "Does
'rouge' mean red?," Quine tells us, "there is no fact of the matter
even to within the acknowledged underdetermination of a theory
of nature. "42

Flhllesdal glosses this as follows:

All the truths there are, are included in our theory of nature. . . . And
the only entities we are justified in assuming are those that are appealed
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to in the simplest theory that accounts for all this evidence. These entities
and their properties are all there is to the world, and all there is to be right
or wrong about. All truths about these are included in our theory of na­
ture. In translation we are not describing a further realm of reality, we are
just correlating two comprehensive theories concerning all there is. . . .
This is,)1 think the reason for the difference between theory of nature and
translatioh, and thereby for the indeterminacy of translation.43

The principle that only the entities appealed to "in the simplest
theory that accounts for all this evidence" are such that one can be
right or wrong about them is the claim that the Ideal Causal Explana­
tion determines the limits of picturing discourse. There are plenty of
other things one can speak truly about-e.g., the meanings of words
and the moral worth of actions-but these true statements do not
picture reality any more than does "Holmes lived in Baker Street."
They are true by virtue of something other than The Way The World
Is.

This minimal gratification of Parmenidean needs permits us to give
something like sense to the claim that statements which are not about
"atoms and the void" are only "true by convention." The relation of
"reference"-the world-word hook-up-which is secured by this
physicalism is merely one which meets the condition that

(10) Whatever is referred to must be the sort of object which we
have to talk about in order to give the Ideal Causal
Explanation of our saying what we say.

These objects, if reductionist hopes come true, will be some up-to­
date counterpart of "atoms and the void." Donnellan, Kripke, and
other physicalists do not pretend to give any argument for (10) which
grounds this ancient Democritean intuition; they merely offer a way
of explicating this intuition within a certain philosophical vocabulary.

8. The Poet's Debt to Parmenides

I want to bring this paper to a close by noting the importance of such
intuitions for the development of modern literature, offering a few
reminders about the way in which the existence within our culture
of these Parmenidean intuitions serves as a foil for poets, novelists,
and critics. Since Mallarme and Joyce, a whole series of writers have
blurred the representational function of language by making words
both object and representation at once. A whole tradition of story­
tellers, notably Borges and Nabokov, have achieved their effects by
violating the space defined by the proscenium arch. In the wake of
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Nietzsche's questioning of "the will to truth" and Heidegger's ques­
tioning of the "metaphysics of presence," a series of critics (notably
Derrida) have been trying to do away with the notion of "referent"
and saying things like "There is nothing outside the text." One could
see this swelling chorus as auguring "the end of metaphysics" -as sig­
naling the beginning of our liberation from the Parmenidean tradi­
tion. One could see Borges and Nabokov, Mallarme and Valery and
Wallace Stevens, Derrida and Foucault, as guiding us out of the world
of subject-and-object, word-and-meaning, language-and-world, and
into a newer and better intellectual universe, undreamt of since the
Greeks first made those fateful distinctions between VOIlOC; and r/>VOLC;,
€7rWrr/llT/ and 1TO{T/UtC;, which have haunted the West. But this would,
I think, be a great mistake. It would be better to see these people as
using the Parmenidean tradition as a dialectical foil, in whose absence
they would have nothing to say. In a culture in which the notion of
"hard fact"-the Parmenidean notion of compulsion to truth by
reality-had less of a place, the whole genre of "modernist" writing
would make no sense. The notion of "intertextuality" would have
no deliciously naughty thrill.

In particular, the ironic attitude towards "truth" which "modern­
ism" exhibits would be impossible without a lively philosophical tra­
dition which keeps the picture picture of mind or language alive.
Without the foredoomed struggle of philosophers to invent a form of
representation which will constrain us to truth while leaving us free
to err, to find pictures where there are only games, there would be
nothing to be ironic about. In a culture lacking the contrast between
science and poetry, there would be no poetry about poetry, no writ­
ing which was a glorification of writing itself. That contrast is just
what our Parmenidean philosophers keep alive for us. By constantly
attempting to distinguish between first- and second-rate discourse,
they make possible, so to speak, better second-rate discourse than we
could have had otherwise.44

If the absurdity of the picture picture were ever universally ac­
knowledged, if we became wholeheartedly pragmatic in science and
morals, if we ever simply identified truth with warranted assertibility,
our fantasts would have no theme, our modernists no irony. Neither
William nor Henry James would have had anything to say in a world
without Russells, nor would Borges in a world without Donnellans.
What is most distinctively modern in modern literature depends for
its effect upon straight men, and especially upon philosophers who
defend "common-sense realism" against idealists, pragmatists, struc­
turalists, and all others who impugn the distinction between the

scientist and the poet. The modern revolt against what Foucault
calls "the sovereignty of the signifier" helps us think of the creation
of new descriptions, new vocabularies, new genres as the essentially
human activity-it suggests the poet, rather than the knower, as the
man who realizes human nature. But this is dangerous; the poet needs
to be saved from his friends. If the picture picture is as absurd as I
think it, it would be well that this absurdity should not become
widely known. For the ironist poet owes far more to Parmenides and
the tradition of Western metaphysics than does the scientist. The
scientiRc culture could survive a loss of faith in this tradition, but the
literary CUlture might not. 45
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8

Nineteenth-Century Idealism
and Twentieth-Century Textualism

I

In the last century there were philosophers who argued that nothing
exists but ideas. In our century there are people who write as if there
were nothing but texts. These people, whom I shall call "textualists,"
include for example, the so-called "Yale school" of literary criticism
centering around Harold Bloom, Geoffrey Hartmann, J. Hillis Miller,
and Paul De Man, "post-structuralist" French thinkers like Jacques
Derrida and Michel Foucault, historians like Hayden White, and social
scientists like Paul Rabinow. Some of these people take their point
of departure from Heidegger, but usually the influence of philoso­
phers is relatively remote. The center of gravity of the intellectual
movement in which these people figure is not philosophy, but liter­
ary criticism. In this paper I want to discuss some similarities and dif­
ferences between this movement and nineteenth-eentury idealism.

The first similarity is that both movements adopt an antagonistic
position to natural science. Both suggest that the natural scientist
should not be the dominant cultural figure, that scientific knowledge
is not what really matters. Both insist that there is a point of view
other than, and somehow higher than, that of science. They warn us
against the idea that human thought culminates in the application of
"scientific method." Both offer to what C. P. Snow called "t:le liter­
ary culture" a self-image, and a set of rhetorical devices.

The second similarity is that both insist that we can never compare
human thought or language with bare, unmediated reality. The ideal­
ists started off from Berkeley's claim that nothing can be like an idea
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except another idea. The textualists start off from the claim that all
problems, topics, and distinctions are language-relative-the results
of our having chosen to use a certain vocabulary, to play a certain
language-game. Both use this point to put natural science in its place.
The concepts of natural science, idealists pointed out, were shown by
Kant to be merely instruments which the mind uses to synthesize
sense-impressions; science, therefore, can know only a phenomenal
world. In textualist terms, this becomes the claim that the vocabulary
of science is merely one among others-merely the vocabulary which
happens to be handy in predicting and controlling nature. It is not, as
physicalism would have us think, Nature's Own Vocabulary. Both
use the same point to exalt the function of art. For the idealists, art
could put us in touch with that part of ourselves-the noumenal, free,
spiritual part-which science cannot see. For the textualists, the liter­
ary artist's awareness that he is making rather than finding, and more
specifically the ironic modernists's awareness that he is responding to
texts rather than to things, puts him one up on the scientist. Both
movements treat the scientist as naive in thinking that he is doing
something more than putting together ideas, or constructing new
texts.

I hope that these two similarities are enough to justify my attempt
to view textualism as the contemporary counterpart of idealism­
the textualists as spiritual descendants of the idealists, the species
having adapted to a changed environment. The differences in envi­
ronment, I shall claim, consist in the fact that in the early nineteenth
century there was a well-defined and well-regarded discipline, philos­
ophy, which had claims to be architectonic for culture, and within
which metaphysical theses could be argued. In our culture there is no
such discipline. Idealism was based upon a metaphysical thesis, but
textualism is not. When philosophers like Derrida say things like "there
is nothing outside the text" they are not making theoretical remarks,
remarks backed up by epistemological or semantical arguments. Ra­
ther, they are saying, cryptically and aphoristically, that a certain
framework of interconnected ideas-truth as correspondence, lan­
guage as picture, literature as imitation-ought to be abandoned. They
are not, however, claiming to have discovered the real nature of truth
or language or literature. Rather, they say that the very notion of dis­
covering the nature of such things is part of the intellectual frame­
work which we must abandon-part of what Heidegger calls "the
metaphysics of presence," or "the onto-theological tradition."

If one repudiates that tradition, one repudiates the notion which
once held realists and idealists together in a single enterprise called
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"philosophy" -the notion that there is a nonempirical quasi-science
which can weigh the considerations for and against a certain view of
what reality or knowledge is like. When textualists claim that issues
such as those between nineteenth-century idealists and positivists
were created by an outdated vocabulary, and are to be dismissed ra­
ther than (as some contemporary analytic philosophers would wish)
reformulated and made precise, they do not attempt to defend
this claim by anything one could call a "philosophical argument."
Textualists sometimes, it is true, claim that Heidegger ended meta­
physics, just as positivists used to smugly claim that Carnap had.
Smugness, however, is all the cases have in common. Heidegger did
not announce a new philosophical discovery, in the way in which
Carnap claimed to have discovered something about language. The
whole idea of adopting a new vocabulary because something has been
discovered to be the case is just one more element in that "metaphys­
ics of presence" which Heidegger wants to deconstruct.

I have been saying, first, that idealism and textualism have in com­
mon an opposition to the claim of science to be a paradigm of human
activity, and, second, that they differ in that one is a philosophical
doctrine and the other an expression of suspicion about philosophy.
I can put these two points together by saying that whereas nineteenth­
century idealism wanted to substitute one sort of science (philoso­
phy) for another (natural science) as the center of culture, twentieth­
century textualism wants to place literature in the center, and to treat
both science and philosophy as, at best, literary genres. The rest of
my paper will be an attempt to refine this crude formula and to
make it plausible. I shall begin by defining its component terms in
the senses in which I wish to use them.

By 'science' I shall mean the sort of activity in which argument is
relatively easy-in which one can agree on some general principles
which govern discourse in an area, and then aim at consensus by trac­
ing inferential chains between these principles and more particular
and more interesting propositions. Philosophy since Kant has pur­
ported to be a science which could sit in judgment on all the other
sciences. As the science of knowledge, the science of science, Wissen­
schaftslehre, Erkenntnistheorie, it claimed to discover those general
principles which made scientific discourse scientific, and thus to
"ground" both the other sciences and itself.

It is a feature of a science that the vocabulary in which problems
are posed is accepted by all those who count as contributing to the
subject. The vocabulary may be changed, but that is only because a
new theory has been discovered which explains the phenomena
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better by invoking a new set of theoretical terms. The vocabulary in
which the explananda are described has to remain constant. It is a
feature of what I shall call "literature" that one can achieve success by
introducing a quite new genre of poem or novel or critical essay
without argument. It succeeds simply by its success, not because there
are good reasons why poems or novels or essays should be written in
the new way rather than the old. There is no constant vocabulary in
which to describe the values to be defended or objects to be imitated,
or the emotions to be expressed, or whatever, in essays or poems or
novels. The reason "literary criticism" is "unscientific" is just that
whenever somebody tries to work up such a vocabulary he makes a
fool of himself. We don't want works of literature to be criticizable
within a terminology we already know; we want both those works
and criticism of them to give us new terminologies. By 'literature',
then, I shall mean the areas of culture which, quite self-consciously,
forego agreement on an encompassing critical vocabulary, and thus
forego argumentation.

Though obviously crude, this way of separating science and litera­
ture has at least the merit of focusing attention on a distinction which
is relevant to both idealism and textualism -the distinction between
finding out whether a proposition is true and finding out whether a
vocabulary is good. Let me call "romanticism" the thesis that what is
most important for human life is not what propositions we believe
but what vocabulary we use. Then I can say that romanticism is what
unites metaphysical idealism and literary textualism. Both, as I said
earlier, remind us that scientists do not bring a naked eye to nature,
that the propositions of science are not simple transcriptions of what
is present to the senses. Both draw the corollary that the current sci­
entific vocabulary is one vocabulary among others, and that there is
no need to give it primacy, nor to reduce other vocabularies to it.
Both see the scientists' claim to discover the ways things really are
as needing qualification, as a pretension which needs to be curbed.
The scientist, they say, is discovering "merely scientific" or "merely
empirical" or "merely phenomenal" or "merely positive" or "merely
technical" truths. Such dismissive epithets express the suspicion that
the scientist merely goes through mechanical procedures, checking
off the truth-value of propositions-behaving like a glorified stock­
room clerk inventorying the universe in accord with a predetermined
scheme. The sense that science is banausic, except perhaps in those
rare creative moments when a Galileo or a Darwin suddenly imposes
a new scheme, is the essence of romanticism. Romanticism inverts the
values which, in the third Critique, Kant assigned to the determinate
and the reflective judgment. It sees the determinate judgment-the
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activity which ticks off instances of concepts by invoking common,
public criteria-as producing merely agreement. Kant thought
"knowledge," the name for the result of such activity, was a term of
praise. Romanticism accepts Kant's point that objectivity is conform­
ity to rule, but changes the emphasis, so that objectivity becomes
mere conformity to rule, merely going along with the crowd, merely
consensus. By contrast, romanticism sees the reflective judgment­
the activity of operating without rules, of searching for concepts un­
der which to group particulars (or, by extension, of constructing new
concepts which are "transgressive" in that they do not fit under any
of the old rules) - as what really matters. Kant, in saying that aesthetic
judgment is noncognitive because it cannot be brought under rules, is
assigning it a second-best status-the status which the scientific cul­
ture has always assigned to the literary culture. Romanticism, on the
other hand, when it says that science is merely cognitive, is trying to
turn the tables.

I can sum up by saying that post-Kantian metaphysical idealism
was a specifically philosophical form of romanticism whereas tex­
tualism is a specifically post-philosophical form. In the next section I
shall argue that philosophy and idealism rose and fell together. In
section III I shall discuss the relation between textualism as post-phi­
losophical romanticism and pragmatism, arguing that pragmatism is,
to speak oxymoronically, post-philosophical philosophy. Finally, in
section IV, I shall take up some criticisms which apply equally to
textualism and to pragmatism.

II

Maurice Mandelbaum, in his History, Man and Reason, tells us that
in the post-Enlightenment period "there arose significantly new forms
of thought and standards for evaluation" and that throughout this
period of about one hundred years-roughly, though not exactly, co­
incident with the nineteenth century-"there existed only two main
streams of philosophic thought, each of which possessed a relatively
high degree of continuity . . . metaphysical idealism and positiv­
ism." He defines metaphysical idealism as the view that

within natural human experience one can find the clue to an understand­
ing of the ultimate nature of reality, and this clue is revealed through those
traits which distinguish man as a spiritual being. 1

As Mandelbaum stresses, to take this seriously one has to think that
there might be such a thing as "the ultimate nature of reality." One
also has to think that science might not be the last word on the
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subject, even though one does remain "within natural human experi­
ence" and does not look for supernatural sources of information. Why
would anyone hold either of these beliefs? Why did anyone think that
in addition to science there might also be something called "meta­
physics"?

If you just spring the question "what is the ultimate nature of re­
ality?" on somebody, he won't know where to begin. One needs a
sense of what some possible answers might be. The Enlightenment
had had a simple contrast with which to explain and give sense to the
question, the contrast between the world-picture offered by Aquinas
and Dante and that offered by Newton and Lavoisier. The one was
said to have been produced by superstition and the other by reason.
Nobody before Kant suggested that there could be a discipline called
"philosophy" which might offer you a third alternative. The so-called
"modern philosophers" prior to Kant were not doing ~om~thing

clearly distinguishable from science. Some were psycholOgIsts In the
manner of Locke and Hume-providing what Kant called a "physi­
ology of the human understanding" in the hope of doing for inner
space what Newton had done for outer space, giving a quasi-mechan­
ical account of the way in which our minds worked. But this was a mat­
ter of extending the scientific world-picture, rather than of criticizing
or grounding or replacing it. Others were scientific apologists for the
religious tradition in the manner of Lcibniz, trying to smuggle enough
Aristotelian vocabulary back into Cartesian science to have things
both ways. But this was, once again, not a matter of criticizing or
grounding or replacing science but of tinkering with it in the hope of
squeezing in God, Freedom, and Immortality. Locke's and Leibniz's
conceptions of science were like those of, respectively, B. F. Skinner,
and LeComte de Noiiy. Neither thought that some autonomous disci­
pline, distinct in subject and method from natural science, might dem­
onstrate the truth of a third view about the ultimate nature of reality.

In order to have such a notion one needs an idea of what such an
alternative view might be. Idealism-the view that the ultimate na­
ture of reality is "revealed through those traits which distinguish
man as a spiritual being" is not just a possibility; it is pretty much
the only possibility which has ever been offered. But, in Berkeley
and Kant, idealism becomes something very different from the tradi­
tion which starts with Anaxagoras and runs through Plato and vari­
ous forms of Platonism. None of these various suggestions that the
material world is unreal were presented as the outcome of scientific
argumentation-as a solution to an outstanding scientific difficulty.
For Berkeley, however, this is just what idealism was-a neat way of
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coping with the difficulty which had been created by the new and
"scientific" doctrine that the mind perceives only its own ideas. As
George Pitcher says, the "beautiful and extravagant" Berkeleian phi­
losophy has among its roots a "sober, well-informed account of ...
sense-perception. "2 The problem which Berkeley confronted was
raised by the fact that, as Hume put it "'tis universally allowed by
philosophers that nothing is ever really present with the mind but its
perceptions or impressions and ideas, and that external objects be­
come known to us only by those perceptions they occasion."3 The
"philosophers" in question were people like Locke, who were doing
what we would call psychology, and especially perceptual psycholo­
gy. Berkeley took himself out of the running as a psychologist by
proposing too "quick and dirty" a solution to the puzzle about
which ideas resembled their objects-namely, that "nothing can be
like an idea except an idea." This struck his contemporaries as the
panpsychist suggestion that all matter is alive strikes present-day evo­
lutionary biologists. The problem is not that it's a silly idea, but that
it is so abstract and empty that it simply doesn't help.

Berkeley, however, is important for an understanding of why
idealism was taken seriously, even though his own version is only a
curiosity. Berkeley's idealism is not Platonic other-worldliness but a
sober answer to a scientific question, Locke's question about the re­
semblance of ideas to their objects. Hume proceeded to generalize
Locke's question into the question of whether we were entitled to
speak of "objects" at all, and this enabled Kant to change a scientific
question about psychophysiological mechanisms into a question
about the legitimacy of science itself. He did so by making three
points:

(a) One can solve the problem of the nature of scientific truth
only by saying that science corresponds to a world which is
transcendentally idea, made rather than found

(b) One can explain the contrast between making and finding,
transcendental ideality and transcendental reality, only by
contrasting the use of ideas to know with the use of the will
to act-science with morality

(c) Transcendental philosophy, as the discipline which can rise
above both science and morality to allot their respective
spheres, replaces science as the discipline which tells us about
the ultimate nature of reality.

Kant thus finessed the Enlightenment notion of an opposition be­
tween science and religion, reason and superstition, by taking over an
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unsolved scientific problem-the nature of knowledge-and trans­
muting it into an issue about the possibility of knowledge. This
transmutation was made possible by taking seriously Berkeley's sug­
gestion that "nothing can be like an idea except an idea," while re­
vising it to read "no idea can be true of anything except a world
made of ideas." But this latter notion of a world made of ideas needs
to be backed up with an explanation of whose ideas these are. Since
Berkeley's God was not available to Kant, he had to create the tran­
scendental ego to do the job. As Kant's successors were quick to point
out, the only way we could make sense of the transcendental ego was
to identify it with the thinkable but unknowable self who is a moral
agent-the autonomous noumenal self.

At this point idealism ceases to be a mere intellectual curiosity.
For now it offers us not just Berkeley's gimmicky ad hoc solution to
the problem of the relation between sensations and external objects,
but a solution to the problem of how to fit art, religion, and morality
into the Galilean world-picture. Once one could ~ee a solution to this
slightly shamefaced spiritual difficulty as a corollary to the solution
of a perfectly respectable scientific problem, one could see the disci­
pline which offered both solutions as replacing science, and making
respectable Rousseau's distrust of the Enlightenment. Philosophy
thus gets to be both a science (for has it not solved a problem science
was unable to solve?) and a way to regain what science had seemed
to take away-morality and religion. Morality and religion could now
be encompass'ed within the bounds of reason alone. For reason had
been discovered by philosophy to be wider than science, and philos­
ophy had thus shown itself to be a super-science.

So far I have been arguing that transcendental idealism was neces­
sary to make sense of the notion that a discipline called "philosophy"
could transcend both religion and science by giving you a third, de­
cisive view about the ultimate nature of reality. The Kantian system,
on my account, began by borrowing the prestige of science through
its solution to a scientific problem, and then proceeded to demote
science to the second rank of cultural activities. It promoted philos­
ophy to the first rank by showing you how to have the best of both
religion and science, while looking down on both. Idealism seemed a
scientific thesis - a thesis for which one might actually argue - because
of what Berkeley and Kant had in common, namely, a concern with
Locke's psychological problem about the relation of sensations to
their objects. Philosophy came to look like a super-science because of
what Kant and Hegel had in common-namely, a solution to the
problem of the relation of science to art, morality, and religion. One
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side of transcendental idealism is turned toward Newton, Locke, the
way of ideas, and the problem of perception. The other faces toward
Schiller, Hegel, and romanticism. This ambivalence helps explain
why, in the first decades of the nineteenth century, transcendental
idealism could look like demonstrable truth. It also helps explain
why transcendental philosophy could seem as dramatically new and
permanent an addition to culture as Newtonian science had seemed a
century earlier. Both illusions were possible only because the prestige
of one side of Kant was borrowed by the other side. The argumenta­
tive character which the first Critique shares with Newton's Principia
and Locke's Essay created an aura of Wissenschaftlichkeit which
stretched over the second and third Critiques, and even over Fichte.

The next step in the development of idealism, however, was the
beginning of the end for both idealism and philosophy. Hegel decided
that philosophy should be speculative rather than merely reflective,
changed the name of the Transcendental Ego to "the Idea," and be­
gan treating the vocabulary of Galilean science as simply one among
dozens of others in which the Idea chose to describe itself. If Kant
had survived to read the Phenomenology he would have realized
that philosophy had only managed to stay on the secure path of a
science for about twenty-five years. Hegel kept the name of "science"
without the distinctive mark of science-willingness to accept a neu­
tral vocabulary in which to state problems, and thereby make argu­
mentation possible. Under cover of Kant's invention, a new super­
science called "philosophy," Hegel invented a literary genre which
lacked any trace of argumentation, but which obsessively captioned
itself System der Wissenschaft or Wissenschaft der Logik, or Encyklo­
padie der philosophischen Wissenschaften.

By the time of Marx and Kierkegaard, everybody was saying that
the emperor had no clothes-that whatever idealism might be it was
not a demonstrable, quasi-scientific thesis. By the end of the century
(the time of Green and Royce) idealism had been trimmed back to
its Fichtean form -an assemblage of dusty Kantian arguments about
the relation between sensation and judgment, combined with intense
moral earnestness. But what Fichte had been certain was both dem­
onstrable truth and the beginning of a new era in human history,
Green and Royce disconsolately knew to be merely the opinion of a
group of professors. By the end of the century the word 'philosophy'
had become what it remains today-merely the name, like the words
'classics' and 'psychology', for an academic department where memo­
ries of youthful hope are cherished, and wistful yearnings for recap­
turing past glories survive. We philosophy professors stand to Kant
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and Fichte as our colleagues in classics stand to Scaliger and Erasmus,
or our colleagues in psychology to Bain and Spencer. Philosophy is
an autonomous academic discipline with pretensions to be architec­
tonic for culture as a whole not because we can justify either the
autonomy or the pretension, but because the German idealists told
us that such a discipline was the hope of mankind. But now that
idealism is no longer anybody's opinion, now thatrealism-vs.-idealism
is something one learns about only in history books, philosophers
have lost the conviction that they can tell one about the ultimate na­
ture of reality, or of anything else. They vaguely feel that it is their
birthright to preside over the rest of culture, but they cannot figure
out how to justify their claim. If I am right in my historical account,
philosophers will not regain their old position unless they can once
again offer a view about the ultimate nature of reality to compete
with that of science. Since idealism is the only interesting suggestion
along these lines they have come up with, only if they can resurrect
idealism will the rest of culture take their pretensions seriously. The
one event seems as unlikely as the other.

III

What survived from the disappearance of metaphysical idealism as a
scientific, arguable thesis was, simply, romanticism. In section I, I
defined 'romanticism' as the thesis that the one thing needful was to
discover not which propositions are true but rather what vocabulary
we should use. This may sound both vague and innocuous, but I
think that it is the best formula to express the sense of liberation
from science which was Hegel's chief legacy to the nineteenth cen­
tury. Hegel left Kant's ideal of philosophy-as-science a shambles, but
he did, as I have said, create a new literary genre, a genre which ex­
hibited the relativity of significance to choice of vocabulary, the be­
wildering variety of vocabularies from which we can choose, and the
intrinsic instability of each. Hegel made unforgettably clear the deep
self-certainty given by each achievement of a new vocabulary, each
new genre, each new style, each new dialectical synthesis-the sense
that now, at last, for the first time, we have grasped things as they
truly are. He also made unforgettably clear why such certainty lasts
but a moment. He showed how the passion which sweeps through
each generation serves the cunning of reason, providing the impulse
which drives that generation to self-immolation and transformation.
He writes in that tone of belatedness and irony which is characteristic
of the literary culture of the present day.

Idealism and Textualism 149

Hegel's romantic description of how thought works is appropriate
for post-Hegelian politics and literature and almost entirely inappro­
priate for science. One can respond to this difference by saying "So
much the worse for Hegel," or by saying "So much the worse for sci­
ence." The choice between those responses is a choice between Snow's
"two cultures" (and between "analytic" and "Continental" philos­
ophy, which are, so to speak, the public relations agencies for those
two cultures). From Hegel on, intellectuals who wished to transform
the world or themselves, who wished for more than science could
give, felt entitled simply to forget about science. Hegel had put the
study of nature in its place-a relatively low one. Hegel had also
shown that there can be a kind of rationality without argumentation,
a rationality which works outside the bounds of what Kuhn calls a
"disciplinary matrix," in an ecstasy of spiritual freedom. Reason cun­
ningly employed Hegel, contrary to his own intentions, to write the
charter of our modem literary culture. This is the culture which
claims to have taken over and reshaped whatever is worth keeping in
science, philosophy, and religion-looking down on all three from a
higher standpoint. It claims to be the guardian of the public weal­
Coleridge's "clerisy of the nation." This culture stretches from
Carlyle to Isiah Berlin, from Matthew Arnold to Lionel Trilling,
from Heine to Sartre, from Baudelaire to Nabokov, from Dostoievsky
to Doris Lessing, from Emerson to Harold Bloom. Its luxuriant com­
plexity cannot be conveyed simply by conjoining words like 'poetry',
'the novel', and 'literary criticism'. This culture is a phenomenon the
Enlightenment could not have anticipated. Kant has no place for it
in his threefold division of possible human activities into scientific
cognition, moral action, and the free play of the cognitive faculties
in aesthetic enjoyment. But it is as if Hegel knew all about this cul­
ture before its birth.

I would claim, then, that the principal legacy of metaphysical
idealism is the ability of the literary culture to stand apart from sci­
ence, to assert its spiritual superiority to science, to claim to embody
what is most important for human beings. Kant's suggestion that us­
ing the vocabulary of Verstand, of science, was simply one of the good
things human beings could do, was a first and absolutely crucial step
in making a secular but nonscientific culture respectable. Hegel's in­
advertent exemplification of what such a culture could offer-namely,
the historical sense of the relativity of principles and vocabularies to
a place and time, the romantic sense that everything can be changed
by talking in new terms-was the second, no less necessary step. The
romanticism which Hegel brought to philosophy reinforced the hope
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that literature might be the successor subject to philosophy-that
what the philosophers had been seeking, the inmost secrets of the
spirit, were to be discovered by the new literary genres which were
emerging.

There was, however, a third step in the process of establishing the
autonomy and supremacy of the literary culture. This was the step
taken by Nietzsche and William James. Their contribution was to re­
place romanticism by pragmatism. Instead ofsaying that the discovery
of vocabularies could bring hidden secrets to light, they said that new
ways of speaking could help get us what we want. Instead of hinting
that literature might succeed philosophy as discoverer of ultimate re­
ality, they gave up the notion of truth as a correspondence to reality.
Nietzsche and James said, in different tones of voice, that philosophy
itself had only the status which Kant and Fichte had assigned to sci­
ence-the creation of useful or comforting pictures. Nietzsche and
James interpreted metaphysical idealism, and, more generally, the
metaphysical urge to say something about "the ultimate nature of
reality," in psychological terms. Marx, of course, had already done
this, but unlike Marx, James and Nietzsche did not attempt to form­
ulate a new philosophical position from which to look down on
idealism. Instead, they self-consciously abandoned the search for an
Archimedean point from which to survey culture. They abandoned
the notion of philosophy as super-science. They applied Kant's and
Hegel's metaphors of making (as opposed to traditional realist met­
aphors of finding) not only to Kant and Hegel but to themselves. As
Nietzsche said, they were the first generation not to believe that they
had the truth. So they were content to have no answer to the ques­
tion "Where do you stand when you say all these terrible things about
other people?" They were content to take the halo off words like
'truth' and 'science' and 'knowledge' and 'reality', rather than offer­
ing a view about the nature of the things named by these words.

This replacement of romanticism by pragmatism within philosophy
was paralleled by a change in the literary culture's self-conception.
The great figures of that culture in our century-the great "modern­
ists," if you like-have tried to show what our lives might be like if
we had no hope of what Nietzsche called "metaphysical comfort."
The movement I am calling "textualism" stands to pragmatism and
to this body of literature as the nineteenth-century attempt to make
literature a discoverer of ultimate truth stood to metaphysical ideal­
ism and to Romantic poetry. I think we shall best understand the
role of textualism within our culture if we see it as an attempt to
think through a thorough-going pragmatism, a thorough-going
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abandonment of the notion of discovering the truth which is com­
mon to theology and science.

M. H. Abrams, in an essay about what he calls "Newreading" and
I am calling "textualism," opposes it to the traditional "humanistic"
conception. He states that conception as follows:

the author actualizes and records in words what he undertakes to signify
of human beings and actions about matters of human concern, addressing
himself to those readers who are competent to understand what he has
written. The reader sets himself to make out what the author has designed
and signified, through putting into playa linguistic and literary expertise
that he shares with the author. By approximating what the author under­
took to signify the reader understands what the language of the work
means.4

The textualist conception of criticism, however, brushes aside what
the author undertook to signify and takes one or the other of two
quite different tacks. The first tack is, to quote Edward Said, to treat
the text

as working alone within itself, as containing a privileged, or, if not privi­
leged, then unexamined and a priori, principle of internal coherence; on
the other hand, the text is considered as in itself a sufficient cause for cer­
tain very precise effects it has on a (presumed) ideal reader. 5

Alternatively, however, the textualist may brush aside the notion of
the text as machine which operates quite independently of its cre­
ator, ~d offer what Bloom calls a "strong misreading." The critic
asks neIther the author nor the text about their intentions but simply
beats the text into a shape which will serve his own purpose. He
makes the text refer to whatever is relevant to that purpose. He does
this by imposing a vocabulary-a "grid," in Foucault's terminology­
on the text which may have nothing to do with any vocabulary used
in the text or by its author, and seeing what happens. The model
here is not the curious collector of clever gadgets taking them apart
to see what makes them work and carefully ignoring any extrinsic
end they may have, but the psychoanalyst blithely interpreting a
dream or a joke as a symptom of homicidal mania.

It is important for an understanding of textualism to see both the
similarities and the differences between these two models of criticism.
The chief similarity is that both start from the pragmatist refusal to
think of truth as correspondence to reality. The kind of textualist
who claims to have gotten the secret of the text, to have broken its
code, ~rides hi~self on not being distracted by anything which the
text mIght prevIOusly have been thought to be about or anything its
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author says about it. The strong misreader, like Foucault or Bloom,
prides himself on the same thing, on being able to get more out of
the text than its author or its intended audience could possibly have
found there. Both break with the realism illustrated by the passage I
have cited from Abrams. But they differ in that the first kind of critic
is only a half-hearted pragmatist. He thinks that there really is a s~cret

code and that once it's discovered we shall have gotten the text nght.
He believes that criticism is discovery rather than creation. The
strong misreader doesn't care about the distinction between discovery
and creation, finding and making. He doesn't think this is a useful
distinction, any more than Nietzsche or James did. He is in it for
what he can get out of it, not for the satisfaction of getting something
right.

I can restate this contrast in another way which may make some­
what clearer what I have in mind. Abrams's "humanistic" critic thinks
that there is a large, overarching, communal vocabulary in which one
can describe what various works of literature are about. The first sort
of textualist-the weak textualist-thinks that each work has its own
vocabulary, its own secret code, which may not be commensurable
with that of any other. The second sort of textualist-the strong
textualist - has his own vocabulary and doesn't worry about whether
anybody shares it. On the account I am offering, it is the strong
textualist who is the true heir of Nietzsche and James, and thus of
Kant and Hegel. The weak textualist-the decoder-is just one more
victim of realism, of the "metaphysics of presence." He thinks that
if he stays within the boundaries of a text, takes it apart, and shows
how it works, then he will have "escaped the sovereignty of the sig­
nifier," broken with the myth oflanguage as mirror of reality, and so
on. But in fact he is just doing his best to imitate science-he wants a
method of criticism, and he wants everybody to agree that he has
cracked the code. He wants all the comforts of consensus, even if only
the consensus of readers of the literary quarterlies, just as the micro­
biologist wants the comfort of consensus, if only that of the other
three hundred microbiologists who understand his jargon and care
about his problem. The strong textualist is trying to live without that
comfort. He recognizes what Nietzsche and James recognized, that
the idea of method presupposes that of a privileged vocabulary, the
vocabulary which gets to the essence of the object, the one which ex­
presses the properties which it has in itself as opposed to those which
we read into it. Nietzsche and James said that the notion of such a vo­
cabulary was a myth -that even in science, not to mention philosophy,
we simply cast around for a vocabulary which lets us get what we
want.
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I can summarize what I've been saying as follows. Metaphysical
idealism was a momentary, though important, stage in the emergence
of romanticism. The notion that philosophy might replace science as a
secular substitute for religion was a momentary, though important,
stage in the replacement of science by literature as the presiding cul­
tural discipline. Romanticism wasaufgehoben in pragmatism, the claim
that the significance of new vocabularies was not their ability to de­
code but their mere utility. Pragmatism is the philosophical counter­
part of literary modernism, the kind of literature which prides itself
on its autonomy and novelty rather than its truthfulness to experi­
ence or its discovery of pre-existing significance. Strong textualism
draws the moral of modernist literature and thus creates genuinely
modernist criticism.

This summary puts me in a position to return to the somewhat ar­
tificial parallel I drew at the beginning of this paper-between the claim
that there are only ideas and the claim that there are only texts. The
only textualists who (unlike Derrida, its author) take seriously the
latter, metaphysical-sounding sort of claim, are the weak ones
-the critics who think that they have now found the true method
for analyzing literary works because they have now found the
fundamental problematic with which these works deal. This sort
of claim gets made because such critics have not grasped that, from a
full-fledged pragmatist point of view, there is no interesting difference
between tables and texts, between protons and poems. To a prag­
matist, these are all just permanent possibilities for use, and thus for
redescription, reinterpretation, manipulation. But the weak textualist
thinks, with Dilthey and Gadamer, that there is a great difference be­
tween what scientists do and what critics do.6 He thinks that the fact
that the former often agree and the latter usually don't shows some­
thing about the natures of their respective subject-matters, or about
the special epistemological difficulties encountered by their respective
methods. The strong textualist simply asks himself the same question
about a text which the engineer or the physicist asks himself about a
puzzling physical object: how shall I describe this in order to get it to
do what I want? Occasionally a great physicist or a great critic comes
along and gives us a new vocabulary which enables us to do a lot of
new and marvelous things. Then we may exclaim that we have now
found out the true nature of matter, or poetry, or whatever. But
Hegel's ghost, embodied in Kuhn's romantic philosophy of science
or Bloom's philosophy of romantic poetry, reminds us that vocabu­
laries are as mortal as men. The pragmatist reminds us that a new and
useful vocabulary is just that, not a sudden unmediated vision of
things or texts as they are.
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As usual with pithy little formulae, the Derridean claim that
"There is nothing outside the text" is right about what it implicitly
denies and wrong about what it explicitly asserts. The only force of
saying that texts do not refer to nontexts is just the old pragmatist
chestnut that any specification of a referent is going to be in some
vocabulary. Thus one is really comparing two descriptions of a thing
rather than a description with the thing-in-itself. This chestnut, in
turn, is just an expanded form of Kant's slogan that "Intuitions with­
out concepts are blind," which, in turn, was just a sophisticated re­
statement of Berkeley's ingenuous remark that "nothing can be like
an idea except an idea." These ai."e all merely misleading ways of say­
ing that we shall not see reality plain, unmasked, naked to our gaze.
Textualism has nothing to add to this claim except a new misleading
image -the image of the world as consisting of everything written in
all the vocabularies used so far. The practices of the textualists have
nothing to add save some splendid examples of the fact that the au­
thor of a text did not know a vocabulary in which his text can use­
fully be described. But this insight-that a person's own vocabulary
of self-description is not necessarily the one which helps us understand
him-does not need any metaphysical or epistemological or semantic
back-up. It is the sort of claim which becomes convincing only
through the accumulation of examples of the practices it inspires.
Strong textualists like Bloom and Foucault are busy providing us with
such examples.

I conclude, therefore, that textualism has nothing to add to ro­
manticism and pragmatism save instances of what can be achieved
once one stops being bothered by realistic questions such as "Is that
what the text really says?" or "How could one argue that that is what
the poem is really about?" or "How are we to distinguish between
what is in the text from what the critic is imposing upon it?" The
claim that the world is nothing but texts is simply the same sort of
light-hearted extravagance as the claim that it is nothing but matter
in motion, or a permanent possibility of sensation, or the sensible
material of our duty. Taken in a strong and ironic sense, the claim
that everything is texts can be read as saying: "It makes as much
sense to say that atoms are simply Democritean texts as to say that
Democritus is merely a collection of atoms. That is because both slo­
gans are attempts to give one vocabulary a privileged status, and are
therefore equally silly." Taken in a weakly literal-minded sense, how­
ever, this claim is just one more metaphysical thesis. There are, alas,
people nowadays who owlishly inform us "philosophy has proved"
that language does not refer to anything nonlinguistic, and thus that
everything one can talk about is a text. This claim is on a par with
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the claim that Kant proved that we cannot know about things-in­
themselves. Both claims rest on a phony contrast between some sort
of nondiscursive unmediated vision of the real and the way we actu­
ally talk and think. Both falsely infer from "We can't think without
concepts, or talk without words" to "We can't think or talk except
about what has been created by our thought or talk."

The weakest way to defend the plausible claim that literature has
now displaced religion, science, and philosophy as the presiding dis­
cipline of our culture is by looking for a philosophical foundation for
the practises of contemporary criticism.7 That would be like defend­
ing Galilean science by claiming that it can be found in the Scriptures,
or defending transcendental idealism as the latest result of physiolog­
ical research. It would be acknowledging the authority of a deposed
monarch in order to buttress the claims of a usurper. The claims of a
usurping discipline to preside over the rest of culture can only be de­
fended by an exhibition of its ability to put the other disciplines in
their places. This is what the literary culture has been doing recently,
with great success. It is what science did when it displaced religion
and what idealist philosophy did when it briefly displaced science.
Science did not demonstrate that religion was false, nor philosophy
that science was merely phenomenal, nor can modernist literature or
textualist criticism demonstrate that the "metaphysics of presence"
is an outdated genre. But each in turn has managed, without argu­
ment, to make its point.

IV

In saying that textualism adds nothing save an extra metaphor to the
romanticism of Hegel and the pragmatism of James and Nietzsche, I
am agreeing with critics of textualism, like Gerald Graff. Graff right­
ly says that current fashions in literary criticism continue to develop
the themes already stated in New Criticism - "modernist assumptions
about language, knowledge, and experience"s -assumptions he op­
poses to the older view that literature can "contribute to man's
understanding of how things really are, not merely how they appear
to our consciousness."9 He is also right in saying that only rarely is
any argument given to support these assumptions. But I think he is
wrong in saying that

from the thesis that language cannot correspond to reality, it is a short
step to the current revisionist mode of interpret;ttion that specializes in
reading all literary works as commentaries on their own epistemological
problematics. lO
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It is in fact a rather long step, and a step backward. The tendency
Graff speaks of is real enough, but it is a tendency to think that
literature can take the place of philosophy by mimicking philosophy
-by being, of all things, epistemological. Epistemology still looks
classy to weak textualists. They think that by viewing a poet as hav­
ing an epistemology they are paying him a compliment. They even
think that in criticizing his theory of knowledge they are being some­
thing more than a mere critic-being, in fact, a philosopher. Thus
conquering warriors might mistakenly think to impress the populace
by wrapping themselves in shabby togas stripped from the local sena­
tors. Graff and others who have pointed to the weirdly solemn pre­
tentiousness of much recent textualist criticism are right, I think, in
claiming that such critics want to have the supposed prestige of phi­
losophy without the necessity of offering arguments.

Where I chiefly differ from Graff, however, is in his claim that

writing, to be effective, has to spring from a coherent and convincing phi­
losophy of life-or at least of that part of life with which the writer deals.
There seems no way of getting away from the fact that literature must
have an ideology-even if this ideology is one that calls all ideologies into
question. The very act of denying all "naive" realisms presupposes an ob­
jective standpoint. 11

This seems to me wrong as a statement about effective writing. It
would force one to say either that Baudelaire and Nabokov did not
write effectively or that their ironism expressed a "coherent and con­
vincing philosophy of life." Neither alternative is attractive. It also
seems wrong about what is required to deny the truth of realism.
One can do that without proposing an "objective" theory about the
real nature of reality or knowledge or language. It is just not the case
that one need adopt one's opponents' vocabulary or method or style
in order to defeat him. Hobbes did not have theological arguments
against Dante's world-picture; Kant had only a very bad scientific
argument for the phenomenal character of science; Nietzsche and
James did not have epistemological arguments for pragmatism. Each
of these thinkers presented us with a new form of intellectual life,
and asked us to compare its advantages with the old. Strong textual­
ists are currently presenting us with such another new form of life.
There is as little point in asking for epistemological arguments in its
favor as in pretending that it gives us a new and better way of doing
epistemology.

The serious objections to textualism, I think, are not epistemologi­
cal but moral. Writers such as Lionel Trilling andM. H. Abrams would
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join Graff in offering such objections. Abrams sympathizes with Bloom
in his protests against Derrida's and Foucault's attempt to eliminate
the author of a text, and to substitute inhuman intertextuality for
human influence. But he is unable to accept Bloom's self-descriptions
of his books on Yeats and Stevens as "strong misreadings." He thinks
Bloom often gets Yeats and Stevens right, in a good old-fashioned re­
alist sense of "right," and he wants Bloom to admit it. He wants this,
I think, because he wants Yeats and Stevens to be more than grist for
their successors' mills. He thinks their moral integrity is impugned by
Bloom's treatment. Further, he wants literary criticism to be a field
in which one can argue, and thus one in which one is not free to lay
down any grid one r:leases in the hope of getting "creative or inter­
esting misreadings." 2

Though Abrams admits that what he calls "Newreading" can pro­
vide "new and exciting things to say about a literary work which has
been again and again discussed," he thinks that the "choice between
a radical Newreading and the old way of reading is a matter of cul­
tural cost-accounting":

What we lose is access to the inexhaustible variety of literature as deter­
minably meaningful texts by, for and about human beings, as well as access
to the enlightening things that have been written about such texts by the
humanists and critics who were our precursors, from Aristotle to Lionel
Trilling. 13

Implicit in this remark is the moral outlook which Abrams shares with
Trilling: the view that, in the end, when all the intellectuals have done
all their tricks, morality remains widely shared and available to re­
flection -something capable of being discovered rather than created,
because already implicit in the common consciousness of everyone.
It is this Kantian conviction, I think, which leads Trilling to protest
against one of the most distinctive features of romanticism and of
our literary culture, its ability to make what Trilling called "figures"
out of writers-a term which he defines as follows:

figures-that is to say, creative spirits whose work requires an especially
conscientious study because in it are to be discerned significances, even
mysteries, even powers, which carry it beyond what in a loose and general
sense we call literature, beyond even what we think of as very good liter­
ature, and bring it to as close an approximation of a sacred wisdom as can
be achieved in our culture. 14

Here Trilling echoes what Kant said about the "metaphysics of the
schools" -about learned men who claim to know more of morality
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and its supposed "foundations" than the ordinary decent citizen. This
is the side of Kant which is turned towards Rousseau rather than to­
wards Hegel. It is the side which is democratic rather than elitist,
which regards culture as in the service of the people (rather than, as
with Hegel, conversely). Trilling and Abrams and Graff do not want
there to be a sacred wisdom which takes precedence over the com­
mon moral consciousness. Therefore they resist the romantic attempt
to make a "figure" out of a poet, and also the suggestion that a mis­
reader has no obligation to argue with those who disagree with his
reading. Because they want criticism to bring an antecedent morality
to light, enlarge upon it and enrich it, they resist the suggestion that
there is no common vocabulary in terms of which critics can argue
with one another about how well this task has been performed.

This moral objection to textualism is also a moral objection to
pragmatism's claim that all vocabularies, even that of our own liberal
imagination, are temporary historical resting-places. It is also an ob­
jection to the literary culture's isolation from common human con­
cerns. It says that people like Nietzsche, Nabokov, Bloom, and
Foucault achieve their effects at a moral cost which is too much to
pay. Put in the pragmatist's own preferred cost-accounting terms, it
says that the stimulus to the intellectual's private moral imagination
provided by his strong misreadings, by his search for sacred wisdom,
is purchased at the price of his separation from his fellow-humans. 15

I think that this moral objection states the really important issue
about textualism and about pragmatism. But I have no ready way to
dispose of it. I should like to do so by drawing a further distinction
among strong textualists-a distinction between, for example, Bloom
and Foucault. Bloom is a pragmatist in the manner of James, whereas
Foucault is a pragmatist in the manner of Nietzsche. Pragmatism ap­
pears in James and Bloom as an identification with the struggles of
fmite men. In Foucault and Nietzsche it appears as contempt for
one's own finitude, as a search for some mighty, inhuman force to
which one can yield up one's identity. Bloom's way of dealing with
texts preserves our sense of a common human finitude by moving
back and forth between the poet and his poem. Foucault's way of
dealing with texts is designed to eliminate the author-and indeed the
very idea of "man"-altogether. I have no wish to defend Foucault's
inhumanism, and every wish to praise Bloom's sense of our common
human lot. But I do not know how to back up this preference with
argument, or even with a precise account of the relevant differences.
To do so would involve a full-scale discussion of the possibility of
combining private fulfillment, self-realization, with public morality,
a concern for justice.
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Pragmatism, Relativism,
and Irrationalism

Part I: Pragmatism

"Pragmatism" is a vague, ambiguous, and overworked word. Never­
theless, it names the chief glory of our country's intellectual tradi­
tion. No other American writers have offered so radical a suggestion
for making our future different from our past, as have James and
Dewey. At present, however, these two writers are neglected. Many
philosophers think that everything important in pragmatism has been
preserved and adapted to the needs of analytic philosophy. More
specifically, they view pragmatism as having suggested various holis­
tic corrections of the atomistic doctrines of the early logical empiri­
cists. This way of looking at pragmatism is not wrong, as far as it
goes. But it ignores what is most important in James and Dewey. Log­
ical empiricism was one variety of standard, academic, neo-Kantian,
epistemologically-centered philosophy. The great pragmatists should
not be taken as suggesting an holistic variation of this variant, but
rather as breaking with the Kantian epistemological tradition alto­
gether. As long as we see James or Dewey as having "theories of
truth" or "theories of knowledge" or "theories of morality" we shall
get them wrong. We shall ignore their criticisms of the assumption
that there ought to be theories about such matters. We shall not see
how radical their thought was - how deep was their criticism of the
attempt, common to Kant, Husserl, Russell, and C. I. Lewis, to make
philosophy into a foundational discipline.

One symptom of this incorrect focus is a tendency to overpraise
Peirce. Peirce is praised partly because he developed various logical
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notions and various technical problems (such as the counterfactual
co~ditional) which .were taken up by the logical empiricists. But the
mam reason for PeIrce's undeserved apotheosis is that his talk about
a general theory of signs looks like an early discovery of the impor­
t~ce .of language. For all his genius, however, Peirce never made up
hI~ mmd w~at he wanted a general theory of signs for, nor what it
mIght look lIke, nor what its relation to either logic or epistemology
was suppos~d to be. His contribution to pragmatism was merely to
have pven It a name, and to have stimulated James. Peirce himself
remamed the most Kantian of thinkers-the most convinced that
philosophy gave us an all-embracing ahistorical context in which
every other speci~s of ?iscour~e could be assigned its proper place
and rank. It was Just thIS Kantlan assumption that there was such a
co~text, and that epistemology or semantics could discover it, against
whIch James and Dewey reacted. We need to focus on this reaction
if we ~re to ~ecaJ?ture a p:oper sense of their importance.

T~IS reactIOn IS found m other philosophers who are currently more
fas~IOnable th.an James or Dewey-for example, Nietzsche and
H.eldegger. UnlIke Ni~tzsche and H~idegge:, however, the pragmatists
dId not make the ~ISt~ke o~ turnmg agamst the community which
tak~s the natural sc~entlst as ItS moral hero-the community of secu­
lar mtellectuals whIch cam~ to self~consciousness in the Enlighten­
ment. Ja~es ~nd Dewey rejected neIther the Enlightenment's choice
of ~he sC.lentist as moral example, nor the technological civilization
~hICh sc~ence ~a.d create? They wrote, as Nietzsche and Heidegger
d.I~ ?ot~ m a spI.n~ of SOCIal hope. They asked us to liberate our new
clvlhzat~on by glVmg. ~p the notion of "grounding" our culture, our
moral lIves, our polItIcS, our religious beliefs, upon "philosophical
bases:" They, asked us to give up the neurotic Cartesian quest for
certamty whIch had been one result of Galileo's frightening new cos­
mology, the quest for "enduring spiritual values" which had been
one reaction. to Darwin, and the aspiration of academic philosophy
to form a trIbunal of pure reason which had been the neo-Kantian
resp~nse to .Hegelian histo:icism. They asked us to think of the
K~ntla~ proJec~ of groun.dmg thought or culture in a permanent
ahlstoncal matrIX as reactlOnary. They viewed Kant's idealization of
~ewton, and Spencer's of Darwin, as just as silly as Plato's idealiza­
tIOn of Pythagoras, and Aquinas' of Aristotle.

Emphasizing this message of social hope and liberation, however,
ma.kes James and Dewey sound like prophets rather than thinkers.
ThIS would be m.isleading. They had things to say about truth, knowl­
edge, and moralIty, even though they did not have theories of them,
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in the sense of sets of answers to the textbook problems. In what
follows, I shall offer three brief sloganistic characterizations of
what I take to be their central doctrine.

My first characterization of pragmatism is that it is simply anti­
essentialism applied to notions like "truth," "knowledge," "lan­
guage," "morality," and similar objects of philosophical theorizing.
Let me illustrate this by James's definition of "the true" as "what
is good in the way of belief." This has struck his critics as not to
the point, as unphilosophical, as like the suggestion that the essence
of aspirin is that it is good for headaches. James's point, however,
was that there is nothing deeper to be said: truth is not the sort of
thing which has an essence. More specifically, his point was that it
is no use being told that truth is "correspondence to reality." Given
a language and a view of what the world is like, one can, to be sure,
pair off bits of the language with bits of what one takes the world
to be in such a way that the sentences one believes true have in­
ternal structures isomorphic to relations between things in the
world. When we rap out routine undeliberated reports like "This is
water," "That's red," "That's ugly," "That's immoral," our short
categorical sentences can easily be thought of as pictures, or as
symbols which fit together to make a map. Such reports do indeed
pair little bits of language with little bits of the world. Once one
gets to negative universal hypotheticals, and the like, such pairing
will become messy and ad hoc, but perhaps it can be done. James's
point was that carrying out this exercise will not enlighten us about
why truths are good to believe, or offer any clues as to why or
whether our present view of the world is, roughly, the one we
should hold. Yet nobody would have asked for a "theory" of truth
if they had not wanted answers to these latter questions. Those
who want truth to have an essence want knowledge, or rationality,
or inquiry, or the relation between thought and its object, to have
an essence. Further, they want to be able to use their knowledge of
such essences to criticize views they take to be false, and to point the
direction of progress toward the discovery of more truths. James
thinks these hopes. are vain. There are no essences anywhere in the
area. There is no wholesale, epistemological way to direct, or criticize,
or underwrite, the course of inquiry.

Rather, the pragmatists tell us, it is the vocabulary of practise
rather than of theory, of action rather than contemplation, in which
one tan say something useful about truth. Nobody engages in episte­
mology or semantics because he wants to know how "This is red"
pictures the world. Rather, we want to know in what sense Pasteur's
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views of disease picture the world accurately and Paracelsus' inac­
curately, or what exactly it is that Marx pictured more accurately
than Machiavelli. But just here the vocabulary of "picturing" fails us.
When we turn from individual sentences to vocabularies and theories,
critical terminology naturally shifts from metaphors of isomorphism,
symbolism, and mapping to talk of utility, convenience, and likeli­
hood of getting what we want. To say that the parts of properly ana­
lyzed true sentences are arranged in a way isomorphic to the parts of
the world paired with them sounds plausible if one thinks of a sen­
tence like "Jupiter has moons." It sounds slightly less plausible for
"The earth goes round the sun," less still for "There is no such thing
as natural motion," and not plausible at all for "The universe is in­
finite." When we want to praise or blame assertions of the latter sort
of sentence, we show how the decision to assert them fits into a whole
complex of decisions about what terminology to use, what books to

_read, what projects to engage in, what life to live. In this respect they
resemble such sentences as "Love is the only law" and "History is
the story of class struggle." The whole vocabulary of isomorphism,
picturing, and mapping is out of place here, as indeed is the notion of
being true of objects. If we ask what objects these sentences claim to
be true of, we get only unhelpful repetitions of the subject terms-
"th . " "h 1 " "h' " 0 1 h 1 f 11e UnIverse, t e aw, IStOry. r, even ess e p u y, we get
talk about "the facts," or "the way the world is." The natural ap­
proach to such sentences, Dewey tells us, is not "Do they get it
right?", but more like "What would it be like to believe that? What
would happen if I did? What would I be committing myself to?" The
vocabulary of contemplation, looking, theoria, deserts us just when
we deal with theory rather than observation, with programming ra­
ther than input. When the contemplative mind, isolated from the
stimuli of the moment, takes large views, its activity is more like de­
ciding what to do than deciding that a representation is accurate.
James's dictum about truth says that the vocabulary of practice is
uneliminable, that no distinction of kind separates the sciences from
the crafts, from moral reflection, or from art.

So a second characterization of pragmatism might go like this:
there is no epistemological difference between truth about what
ought to be and truth about what is, nor any metaphysical difference
between facts and values, nor any methodological difference between
morality and science. Even nonpragmatists think Plato was wrong to
think of moral philosophy as discovering the essence of goodness,
and Mill and Kant wrong in trying to reduce moral choice to rule. But
every reason for saying that they were wrong is a reason for thinking
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the epistemological tradition wrong in looking for the essence of.sci­
ence, and in trying to reduce rationality to rule. For the pragmat1~ts,

the pattern of all inquiry-scientific as well as moral-is delibera!I0n
concerning the relative attractions of various concrete alternatIves.
The idea that in science or philosophy we can substitute "method"
for deliberation between alternative results of speculation is just wish­
ful thinking. .It is like the idea that the morally wise man resolves his
dilemmas by consulting his memory of the Idea of the Good, or by
looking up the relevant article of the moral law. It is the .myth th~t

rationality consists in being constrained by rule. Accordmg to thIS
Platonic myth, the life of reason is not the life of Socratic conversa­
tion but an illuminated state of consciousness in which one never
needs to ask if one has exhausted the possible descriptions of, or ex­
planations for, the situation. One simply arrives at true beliefs by
obeying mechanical procedures.. ..

Traditional, Platonic, epistemologically-centered phIlosophy IS the
search for such procedures. It is the search for a way in which one
can avoid the need for conversation and deliberation and simply tick
off the way things are. The idea is to acq~ire b.eliefs about ~nteresting
and important matters in a way as much lIke VIsual perceptIOn as pos­
sible- by confronting an obj~ct and respon~i~g to it a~ progr~mmed.
This urge to substitute theorta for phronests IS what lIes behmd the
attempt to say that "There is no such thing as natural motion" pic­
tures objects in the same way as does "The cat is on .the mat." It
also lies behind the hope that some arrangement of objects may be
found which is pictured by the sentence "Love is better than hate,"
and the frustration which ensues when it is realized that there may
be no such objects. The great fallacy of the tradition, the pragmatists
tell us, is to think that the metaphors of vision, correspondence,
mapping, picturing, and representation which apply ~o sm~ll, routine
assertions will apply to large and debatable ones. ThIS baSIC error be­
gets the notion that where there are no objects ~o correspo?d to we
have no hope of rationality, but only taste, paSSIOn, and will. When
the pragmatist attacks the notion of truth as accuracy of representa­
tion he is thus attacking the traditional distinctions between reason
and desire, reason and appetite, reason and will. For none of these
distinctions make sense unless reason is thought of on the model of
vision, unless we persist in what Dewey called "the spectator theory
of knowledge." . .

The pragmatist tells us that once we get nd of thIS model we see
that the Platonic idea of the life of reason is impossible. A life spent
representing objects accurately would be spent recording the results
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of calculations, reasoning through sorites, calling off the observable
properties of things, construing cases according to unambiguous cri­
teria, getting things right. Within what Kuhn calls "normal science,"
or any similar social context, one can, indeed, live such a life. But
conformity to social norms is not good enough for the Platonist. He
wants to be constrained not merely by the disciplines of the day, but
by the ahistorical and nonhuman nature of reality itself. This impulse
takes two forms-the original Platonic strategy of postulating novel
objects for treasured propositions to correspond to, and the Kantian
strategy of finding principles which are definatory of the essence of
_knowledge, or representation, or morality, or rationality. But this
difference is unimportant compared to the common urge to escape
the vocabulary and practices of one's own time and find something
ahistorical and necessary to cling to. It is the urge to answer questions
like "Why believe what I take to be true?" "Why do what I take to
be right?" by appealing to something more than the ordinary, retail,
detailed, concrete reasons which have brought one to one's present
view. This urge is common to nineteenth-century idealists and con­
temporary scientific realists, to Russell and to Husserl; it is defina­
tory of the Western philosophical tradition, and of the culture for
which that tradition speaks. James and Dewey stand with Nietzsche
and Heidegger in asking us to abandon that tradition, and that
culture.

Let me sum up by offering a third and final characterization of
pragmatism: it is the doctrine that there are no constraints on in­
quiry save conversational ones-no wholesale constraints derived
from the nature of the objects, or of the mind, or of language, but
only those retail constraints provided by the remarks of our fellow­
inquirers. The way in which the properly-programmed speaker can­
not help believing that the patch before him is red has no analogy for
the more interesting and controversial beliefs which provoke episte­
mological reflection. The pragmatist tells us that it is useless to hope
that objects will constrain us to believe the truth about them, if only
they are approached with an unclouded mental eye, or a rigorous
method, or a perspicuous language. He wants us to give up the notion
that God, or evolution, or some other underwriter of our present
world-picture, has programmed us as machines for accurate verbal
picturing, and that philosophy brings self-knowledge by letting us read
our own program. The only sense in which we are constrained to
truth is that, as Peirce suggested, we can make no sense of the notion
that the view which can survive all objections might be false. But ob­
jections-conversational constraints-cannot be anticipated. There is
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no method for knowing when one has reached the truth, or when
one is closer to it than before.

I prefer this third way of characterizing pragmatism because it
seems to me to focus on a fundamental choice which confronts the
reflective mind: that between accepting the contingent character of
starting-points, and attempting to evade this contingency. To accept
the contingency of starting-points is to accept our inheritance from,
and our conversation with, our fellow-humans as our only source of
guidance. To attempt to evade this contingency is to hope to become
a properly-programmed machine. This was the hope which Plato
thought might be fulfilled at the top of the divided line, when we
passed beyond hypotheses. Christians have hoped it might be attained
by becoming attuned to the voice of God in the heart, and Cartesians
that it might be fulfilled by emptying the mind and seeking the in­
dubitable. Since Kant, philosophers have hoped that it might be ful­
filled by finding the a priori structure of any possible inquiry, or lan­
guage, or form of social life. If we give up this hope, we shall lose
what Nietzsche called "metaphysical comfort," but we may gain a re­
newed sense of community. Our identification with our community
-our society, our political tradition, our intellectual heritage-is
heightened when we see this community as ours rather than nature's,
shaped rather than found, one among many which men have made.
In the end, the pragmatists tell us, what matters is our loyalty to
other human beings clinging together against the dark, not our hope
of getting things right. James, in arguing against realists and idealists
that "the trail of the-human serpent is over all," was reminding us
that our glory is in our participation in fallible and transitory human
projects, not in our obedience to permanent nonhuman constraints.

Part II: Relativism

"Relativism" is the view that every belief on a certain topic, or per­
haps about any topic, is as good as every other. No one holds this
view. Except for the occasional cooperative freshman, one cannot
find anybody who says that two incompatible opinions on an impor­
tant topic are equally good. The philosophers who get called "rela­
tivists" are those who say that the grounds for choosing between such
opinions are less algorithmic than had been thought. Thus one may
be attacked as a relativist for holding that familiarity of terminology
is a criterion of theory-choice in physical science, or that coherence
with the institutions of the surviving parliamentary democracies is a
criterion in social philosophy. When such criteria are invoked, critics
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say that the resulting philosophical position assumes an unjustified
primacy for "our conceptual framework," or our purposes, or our
institutions. The position in question is criticized for not having done
what philosop.hers are employed to do: explain why our framework,
or cul~re, or mterests, or language, or whatever, is at last on the right
track-m touch with physical reality, or the moral law, or the real
numbers, or some other sort of object patiently waiting about to be
copied. So the real issue is not between people who think one view
as good as another and people who do not. It is between those who
think our culture, or purpose, or intuitions cannot be supported
except conversationally, and people who still hope for other sorts of
support.

If there were any relativists, they would, of course, be easy to re­
fute. One would merely use some variant of the self-referential argu­
ments Socrates used against Protagoras. But such neat little dialecti­
cal strategies only work against lightly-sketched fictional characters.
The relativist who says that we can break ties among serious and in­
compatible candidates for belief only by "nonrational" or "noncog­
nitive" considerations is just one of the Platonist or Kantian phi­
losopher's imaginary playmates, inhabiting the same realm of fantasy
as the solipsist, the skeptic, and the moral nihilist. Disillusioned, or
whimsical, Platonists and Kantians occasionally play at being one or
another of these characters. But when they do they are never offer­
ing relativism or skepticism or nihilism as a serious suggestion about
how we might do tl;1ings differently. These positions are adopted to
~~ke philosophical points-that is, moves in a game played with fic­
titIOUS opponents, rather than fellow-participants in a common
project.

The association of pragmatism with relativism is a result of a con­
fusion between the pragmatist's attitude toward philosophical the­
ories with his attitude towards real theories. James and Dewey are, to
be sure, metaphilosophical relativists, in a certain limited sense.
Namely: they think there is no way to choose, and no point in choos­
ing, between incompatible philosophical theories of the typical
Platonic or Kantian type. Such theories are attempts to ground some
element of our practices on something external to these practices.
Pragmatists think that any such philosophical grounding is, apart from
elegance of execution, pretty much as good or as bad as the practice
it purports to ground. They regard the project of grounding as a
w~eel ~hat plays no part in the m~chanism. In this, I think, they are
qUlte fIght. No sooner does one discover the categories of the pure
understanding for a Newtonian age than somebody draws up another
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list that would do nicely for an Aristotelian or an Einsteinian one.
No sooner does one draw up a categorical imperative for Christians
than somebody draws up one which works for cannibals. No sooner
does one develop an evolutionary epistemology which explains why
our science is so good than somebody writes a science-fiction story
about bug-eyed and monstrous evolutionary epistemologists praising
bug-eyed and monstrous scientists for the survival value of their
monstrous theories. The reason this game is so easy to play is that
none of these philosophical theories have to do much hard work. The
real work has been done by the scientists who developed the explana­
tory theories by patience and genius, or the societies which developed
the moralities and institutions in struggle and pain. All the Platonic
or Kantian philosopher does is to take the finished first-level product,
jack it up a few levels of abstraction, invent a metaphysical or episte­
mological or semantical vocabulary into which to translate it, and an­
nounce that he has grounded it.

"Relativism" only seems to refer to a disturbing view, worthy of
being refuted, if it concerns real theories, not just philosophical the­
ories. Nobody really cares if there are incompatible alternative form­
ulations of a categorical imperative, or incompatible sets of categories
of the pure understanding. We do care about alternative, concrete,
detailed cosmologies, or alternative concrete, detailed proposals for
political change. When such an alternative is proposed, we debate it,
not in terms of categories or principles but in terms of the various
concrete advantages and disadvantages it has. The reason relativism
is talked about so much among Platonic and Kantian philosophers is
that they think being relativistic about philosophical theories-at-.
tempts to "ground" first-level theories-leads to being relativistic
about the first-level theories themselves. If anyone really believed
that the worth of a theory depends upon the worth of its philosophi­
cal grounding, then indeed they would be dubious about physics, or
democracy, until relativism in respect' to philosophical theories had
been overcome:. Fortunately, almost nobody believes anything of the
sort.

What people do believe is that it would be good to hook up our
views about democracy, mathematics, physics, God, and everything
else, into a coherent story about how everything hangs together.
Getting such a synoptic view often does require us to change radical­
ly our views on particular subjects. But this holistic process of re­
adjustment is just muddling through on a large scale. It has nothing
to do with the Platonic-Kantian notion of grounding. That notion
involves finding constraints, demonstrating necessities, finding
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immutable principles to which to subordinate oneself. When it turns
out that suggested constraints, necessities, and principles are as plenti­
ful as blackberries, nothing changes except the attitude of the rest of
culture towards the philosophers. Since the time of Kant, it has be­
co~e more ~nd more apparent to nonphilosophers that a really pro­
fessIOnal phIlosopher can supply a philosophical foundation for just
about anything. This is one reason why philosophers have, in the
course of our century, become increasingly isolated from the rest of
culture. Our proposals to guarantee this and clarify that have come
to strike our fellow-intellectuals as merely comic.

Part III: Irrationalism

My discussion of relativism may seem to have ducked the real issues.
Perhaps nobody is a relativist. Perhaps "relativism" is not the right
name for what so many philosophers find so offensive in pragmatism.
But surely there is an important issue around somewhere. There is
indeed an issue, but it is not easily stated, nor easily made amenable
to argument. I shall try to bring it into focus by developing it in two
different contexts, one microcosmic and the other macrocosmic. The
microcosmic issue concerns philosophy in one of its most parochial
senses-namely, the activities of the American Philosophical Associa­
tion. Our Association has traditionally been agitated by the question

_o.f whether we ~hould be free-wheeling and edifying, or argumenta­
tIVe and professIOnal. For my purposes, this boils down to an issue
about whether we can be pragmatists and still be professionals. The
macrocosmic issue concerns philosophy in the widest sense-the at­
tempt to make everything hang together. This is the issue between
Socrates on the one hand and the tyrants on the other-the issue
between lovers of conversation and lovers of self-deceptive rhetoric.
For my purposes, it is the issue about whether we can be pragmatists
without betraying Socrates, without falling into irrationalism.
. I discuss th.e ~nimpo~tant microcosmic issue about professionalism

!lrSt.beca.use It IS sometlm~s confused with the important issue about
IrratIOnalIsm, and because It helps focus that latter issue. The question
o.f w~et?er philosophy professors should edify agitated our Associa­
tIOn m ItS early decades. James thought they should, and was dubi­
ous ~bout the growing professionalization of the discipline. Arthur
LoveJoy, the great opponent of pragmatism, saw professionalization
as an unmi::,ed blessing. Echoing wha~ was being said simultaneously
~y Russell m England ~nd by Husserl m Germany, Lovejoy urged the
sIxteenth annual meetmg of the APA to aim at making philosophy
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into a science. He wanted the APA to organize its program into well­
structured controversies on sharply defined problems, so that at the
end of each convention it would be agreed who had won. t Lovejoy
insisted that philosophy could either be edifying and visionary or
could produce "objective, verifiable, and clearly communicable
truths," but not both. James would have agreed. He too thought that
one could not be both a pragmatist and a professional. James, how­
ever, saw professionalization as a failure of nerve rather than as a tri­
umph of rationality. He thought that the activity of making things
hang together was not likely to produce "objective, verifiable, and
clearly communicable truths," and that this did not greatly matter.

Lovejoy, of course, won this battle. If one shares his conviction
that philosophers should be as much like scientists as possible, then
one will be pleased at the outcome. If one does not, one will contem­
plate the APA in its seventy-sixth year mindful of Goethe's maxim
that one should be careful what one wishes for when one is young,
for one will get it when one is old. Which attitude one takes will de­
pend upon whether one sees the problems we discuss today as per­
manent problems for human thought, continuous with those dis­
cussed by Plato, Kant, and Lovejoy-or as modern attempts to
breathe life into dead issues. On the Lovejoyan account, the gap be­
tween philosophers and the rest of high culture is of the same sort as
the gap between physicists and laymen. The gap is not created by the
artificiality of the problems being discussed, but by the development
of technical and precise ways of dealing with real problems. If one
shares the pragmatists' anti-essentialism, however, one will tend to
see the problems about which philosophers are now offering "objec­
tive, verifiable, and clearly communicable" solutions as historical rel­
ics, left over from the Enlightenment's misguided search for the hid­
den essences of knowledge and morality. This is the point of view
adopted by many of our fellow-intellectuals, who see us philosophy
professo!s as caught in a time~warp, trying to live the Enlightenment
over agam.

I have reminded you of the parochial issue about professionaliza­
tion not in order to persuade you to one side or the other, but rather
to exhibit the source of the anti-pragmatist's passion. This is his con­
viction that conversation necessarily aims at agreement and at rational
consensus, that we converse in order to make further conversation
unnecessary. The anti-pragmatist believes that conversation only
makes sense if something like the Platonic theory of Recollection is
right-if we all have natural starting-points of thought somewhere
within us, and will recognize the vocabulary in which they are best
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formulated once we hear it. For only if something like that is true
will conversation have a natural goal. The Enlightenment hoped to
find such a vocabulary-nature's own vocabulary, so to speak. Lovejoy
-who described himself as an "unredeemed Aufklarer" -wanted to
continue the project. Only if we had agreement on such a vocabulary,
indeed, could conversation be reduced to argumentation -to the
search for "objective, verifiable, and clearly communicable" solutions
to problems. So the anti-pragmatist sees the pragmatist's scorn for
professionalism as scorn for consensus, for the Christian and demo­
cratic idea that every human has the seeds of truth within. The prag­
matist's attitude seems to him elitist and dilettantish, reminiscent of
Alcibiades rather than of Socrates.

Issues about relativism and about professionalization are awkward
attempts to formulate this opposition. The real and passionate oppo­
sition is over the question of whether loyalty to our fellow-humans
presupposes that there is something permanent and unhistorical which

.explains why we should continue to converse in the manner of
Socrates, something which guarantees convergence to agreement. Be­
cause the anti-pragmatist believes that without such an essence and
such a guarantee the Socratic life makes no sense, he sees the prag~

matist as a cynic. Thus the microcosmic issue about how philosophy
professors should converse leads us quickly to the macrocosmic is­
sue: whether one can be a pragmatist without being an irrationalist,
without abandoning one's loyalty to Socrates.

Questions about irrationalism have become acute in our century
because the sullen resentment which sins against Socrates, which
withdraws from conversation and community, has recently become
articulate. Our European intellectual tradition is now abused as
"merely conceptual" or "merely ontic" or as "committed to abstrac­
tions." Irrationalists propose such rubbishy pseudo-epistemological
notions as "intuition" or "an inarticulate sense of tradition" or
"thinking with the blood" or "expressing the will of the oppressed
classes." Our tyrants and bandits are more hateful than those of ear­
lier times because, invoking such self-deceptive rhetoric, they pose as
intellectuals. Our tyrants write philosophy in the morning and torture
in the afternoon; our bandits alternately read Holderlin and bomb
people into bloody scraps. So our culture clings, more than ever, to
the hope of the Enlightenment, the hope that drove Kant to make phi­
losophy formal and rigorous and professional. We hope that by form­
ulating the right conceptions of reason, of science, of thought, of
knowledge, of morality, the conceptions which express their essence,
we shall have a shield against irrationalist resentment and hatred.
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Pragmatists tell us that this hope is vain. On their view, the Socratic
virtues-willingness to talk, to listen to other people, to weigh the
consequences of our actions upon other people-are simply moral
virtues. They cannot be inculcated nor fortified by theoretical re­
search into essence. Irrationalists who tell us to think with our blood
cannot be rebutted by better accounts of the nature of thought, or
knowledge, or logic .. The pragmatists tell us that the conversation
which it is our moral duty to continue is merely our project, the
European intellectual's form of life. It has no metaphysical nor epis­
temological guarantee of sucess. Further (and this is the crucial point)
we do not know what "success" would mean except simply "contin­
uance." We are not conversing because we have a goal, but because
Socratic conversation is an activity which is its own end. The anti­
pragmatist who insists that agreement is its goal is like the basketball
player who thinks that the reason for playing the game is to make
baskets. He mistakes an essential moment in the course of an activity
for the end of the activity. Worse yet, he is like a basketball fan who
argues that all men by nature desire to play basketball, or that the
nature of things is such that balls can go through hoops.

For the traditional, Platonic or Kantian philosopher, on the other
hand, the possibility of grounding the European form of life-of
showing it to be more than European, more than a contingent human
project-seems the central task of philosophy. He wants to show that
sinning against Socrates is sinning against our nature, not just against
our community. So he sees the pragmatist as an irrationalist. The
charge that pragmatism is "relativistic" is simply his first unthinking
expression of disgust at a teaching which seems cynical about our
deepest hopes. If the traditional philosopher gets beyond such epi­
thets, however, he raises a question which the pragmatist must face
up to: the practical question of whether the notion of "conversation"
can substitute for that of "reason." "Reason," as the term is used in
the Platonic and Kantian traditions, is interlocked with the notions
of truth as correspondence, of knowledge as discovery of essence, of
morality as obedience to principle, all the notions which the pragma­
tist tries to deconstruct. For better or worse, the Platonic and Kantian
vocabularies are the ones in which Europe has described and praised
the Socratic virtues. It is not clear that we know how to describe these
virtues without those vocabularies. So the deep suspicion which the
pragmatist inspires is that, like Alcibiades, he is essentially frivolous
-that he is commending uncontroversial common goods while refus­
ing to participate in the only activity which can preserve those goods.

I
~'.

lr·\, ..':.
,

Pragmatism, Relativism, Irrationalism 173

He seems to be sacrificing our common European project to the de­
lights of purely negative criticism.

The issue about irrationalism can be sharpened by noting that when
the pragmatist says "All that can be done to explicate 'truth', 'knowl­
edge', 'morality', 'virtue' is to refer us back to the concrete details of
the culture in which these terms grew up and developed," the de­
fender of the Enlightenment takes him to be saying "Truth and vir­
tue are simply what a community agrees that they are." When the
pragmatist says "We have to take truth and virtue as whatever emerges
from the conversation of Europe," the traditional philosopher wants
to know what is so special about Europe. Isn't the pragmatist saying,
like the irrationalist, that we are in a privileged situation simply by
being us? Further, isn't there something terribly dangerous about the
notion that truth can only be characterized as "the outcome of doing
more of what we are doing now"? What if the "we" is the Orwellian
state? When tyrants employ Lenin's blood-curdling sense of "objec­
tive" to describe their lies as "objectively true," what is to prevent
them from citing Peirce in Lenin's defense?2

The pragmatist's first line of defense against this criticism has been
created by Habermas, who says that such a definition of truth works
only for the outcome of undistorted conversation, and that the
Orwellian state is the paradigm of distortion. But this is only a first
line, for we need to know more about what counts as "undistorted."
Here Habermas goes transcendental and offers principles. The prag­
matist, however, must remain ethnocentric and offer examples. He
can only say: "undistorted" means employing our criteria of rele­
vance, where we are the people who have read and pondered Plato,
Newton, Kant, Marx, Darwin, Freud, Dewey, etc. Milton's "free and
open encounter," in which truth is bound to prevail, must itself be
described in terms of examples rather than principles-it is to be
more like the Athenian market-place than the council-chamber of
the Great King, more like the twentieth century than the twelfth,
more like the Prussian Academy in 1925 than in 1935. The pragmatist
must avoid saying, with Peirce, that truth is fated to win. He must
even avoid saying that truth will win. He can only say, with Hegel,
that truth and justice lie in the direction marked by the successive
stages of European thought. This is not because he knows some
"necessary truths" and cites these examples as a result of this knowl­
edge. It is simply that the pragmatist knows no better way to explain
his convictions than to remind his interlocutpr of the position they
both are in, the contingent starting points they both share, the



174 Pragmatism, Relativism, Irrationalism

floating, ungrounded conversations of which they are both members.
This means that the pragmatist cannot answer the question "What is
so special about Europe?" save by saying "Do you have anything non­
European to suggest which meets our European purposes better?"
He cannot answer the question "What is so good about the Socratic
virtues, about Miltonic free encounters, about undistorted communi­
cation?" save by saying "What else would better fulfill the purposes
we share with Socrates, Milton, and Habermas?"

To decide whether this obviously circular response is enough is to
decide whether Hegel or Plato had the proper picture of the progress
of thought. Pragmatists follow Hegel in saying that "philosophy is its
time grasped in thought." Anti-pragmatists follow Plato in striving
for an escape from conversation to something atemporal which lies
in the background of all possible conversations. I do not think one
can decide between Hegel and Plato save by meditating on the past
efforts of the philosophical tradition to escape from time and history.
One can see these efforts as worthwhile, getting better, worth contin­
uing. Or one can see them as doomed and perverse. I do not know
what would count as a noncircular metaphysical or epistemological
or semantical argument for seeing them in either way. So I think that
the decision has to be made simply by reading the history of philos­
ophy and drawing a moral.

Nothing that I have said, therefore, is an argument in favor of
pragmatism. At best, I have merely answered various superficial criti­
cisms which have been made of it. Nor have I dealt with the central
issue about irrationalism. I have not answered the deep criticism of
pragmatism which I mentioned a few minutes ago: the criticism that
the Socratic virtues cannot, as a practical matter, be defended save
by Platonic means, that without some sort of metaphysical comfort
nobody will be able not to sin against Socrates. William James him­
self was not sure whether this criticism could be answered. Exercis­
ing his own right to believe, James wrote: "If this life be not a real
fight in which something is eternally gained for the universe by suc­
cess, it is no better than a game of private theatricals from which we
may withdraw at will." "It feels," he said, "like a fight."

For us, footnotes to Plato that we are, it does feel that way. Buv
if James's own pragmatism were taken seriously, if pragmatism be­
came central to our culture and our self-image, then it would no
longer feel that way. We do not know how it would feel. We do not
even know whether, given such a change in tone, the conversation of
Europe might not falter and die away. We just do not know. James
and Dewey offered us no guarantees. They simply pointed to the
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situation we stand in, now that both the Age of Faith and the En­
lightenment seem beyond recovery. They grasped our time in thought.
We did not change the course of the conversation in the way they
suggested we might. Perhaps we are still unable to do so; perhaps we
never shall be able to. But we can nevertheless honor James and
Dewey for having offered what very few philosophers have succeeded
in giving us: a hint of how our lives might be changed.

'Notes

1. See A. O. Lovejoy, "On Some Conditions of Progress in Philosophical Inquiry," Tbe
Pbilosopbical Review, XXVI (1917): 123-163 (especially the concluding pages). lowe the
reference to Lovejoy's paper to Daniel J. Wilson's illuminating "Professionalization and
Organized Discussion in the American Philosophical Association, 1900-1922," Journal of
tbe History ofPbilosopby, XVII (1979): 53-69.

2. I am indebted to Michael Williams for making me see that pragmatists have to an­
swer this question.
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Cavell on Skepticism

Cavell's The Claim of Reason I consists of two books in one-the first
(Parts I-III) written some twenty years back, and the second (Part IV)
composed quite recently.2 Most (Parts I-II) of the first book is ~bout
epistemology, and this is the book with which I want to take Issue.
So I shall spend most of my time on it, saying only a little, towar:ds
the end, about the second book. This is unfortunate, since I admIre
the second book as much as I disagree with the first. But one always
has more to say in disagreement than in agr:em~nt. .

Parts I-II suggest that the material studIed m the standard mtro­
ductory courses in epistemology (Descartes' table, Berkeley's tree,
Moore's hand, and the like) helps us see something important a~out
.the human situation, about human finitude. It takes us from epIste­
mology to romance. It promises to relieve us philosophy professors
from the shame we have felt ever since we began to suspect that our
introductory courses in epistemology merely kicked up a cloud of
dust around our students-so that they might be grateful to us for
leading them out of it into the light. Austin, Bouwsma, Wit~genst~in,
Wisdom, and Ryle all suggested that we just shrug off the claIms w~Ich
Berkeley and Descartes and Moore made on us-that we teach epIste­
mology as the history of some bad ideas. Now Cavell tells us that,
unless we take these claims very seriously indeed, we shan't get the
full benefit of what Wittgenstein and Austin (in particular) can do
for us. We mustn't, he tells us, shrug off skepticism too easily, for then
we may miss "the truth of skepticism": "that the human creature's
basis in the world as a whole, its relation to the world as such, is not
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that of knowing, anyway not what we think of as knowing" (p. 241).
What Cavell wants us not to miss is, to be sure, as important as he

thinks it. But does he have to drag us back through Berkeley and
Descartes to get us to see it? Why aren't "Rousseau and Thoreau and
Kierkegaard and Tolstoy and Wittgenstein" (to cite one of Cavell's
lists of heroes) enough? Why "the external world" again?

Cavell sometimes seems to argue as follows:

Wittgenstein is as important as Rousseau or Thoreau or
Kierkegaard or Tolstoy, for getting us to see these things

Wittgenstein spent a lot of time discussing problems raised by
people who claimed to doubt the external world

So we had better take such doubts seriously.

This seems to me like arguing that we should take Napoleon seriously
because of the amount of time Tolstoy spent on studying him in War
and Peace. Frederick the Great would have served Tolstoy's purposes
almost as well, especially if he had been an Austrian rather than a
Russian. Analogously, I think we should view skepticism about the
external world as just a handy, local, "English" example of a much
more general phenomenon: what Cavell calls "the attempt to convert
the human condition, the condition of humanity, into an intellectual
difficulty" (p. 493). Had Wittgenstein stayed in Central Europe, he
would have met philosophy professors who worried more about the
transcendental standpoint and less about skepticism. But he would
probably have written pretty much the same books, and directed our
attention to the same things. 3

Wittgenstein, however, is not Cavell's .only hero. Shrugging off the
problem of the external world would matter to a reading of Austin,
Moore, or C. I. Lewis. Perhaps we just wouldn't read them any more.
These writers, unlike Wittgenstein, are just philosophy professors. One
may feel grateful to Austin for freeing one from Moore's Norries
about unsensed sensibilia, or Lewis' about terminating judgments,
but this is the perfunctory gratitude due a doctor who cures a minor
ailment, brought on by a colleague's malpractice. It is not the sort of
gratitude one feels towards the romantic hero, or the psychoanalyst,
who saves one from monsters. Cavell, however, does seem to view
Austin as a romantic hero. He even views Lewis and Moore as some­
thing more than professors. Thus he speaks of the "genuineness of
philosophical inspiration in the teaching of C. I. Lewis." One of his
epigraphs is a tribute by I. A. Richards to Moore's "intensity." He
dedicates The Claim of Reason in part to Austin and in part to
Thompson Clarke who, Cavell says, showed him that "the dictates of
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ordinary language . . . were as supportive as they were destructive
of the enterprise of traditional epistemology" (p. xii). More generally,
Cavell says that one of his motives is to

keep lines open to the events within American philosophical life that we
can cal1 the reception of ordinary language philosophy (sometimes called
then Oxford philosophy, and represented here primarily by some work of
J. L. Austin's) together with that of Wittgenstein's Investigations, as if cer­
tain paths for philosophy, opened by those events, are always in danger of
falling into obscurity (p. xiv).

For, he says,

it can seem that the reception of Wittgenstein and of Austin has yet to
have its public or historical effect on this [our Americanl philosophical
culture. I do not say that this is a bad thing. Wittgenstein's writing is not
of a character that lends itself to professionalization . . . and if Austin
wished for professionalization, it was not to be as philosophy. Nor do I say
that this lack of a certain reception is surprising. Philosophical Investiga­
tions, like the major modernist works of the past century at least, is, logi­
cally speaking, esoteric. That is, such works seek to split their audiences
into insiders and outsiders (and split each member of it).... If I say
that the basis of the present publication is that Wittgenstein is stil1 to be
received, I mean to suggest that his work, and of course not his alone, is
essential1y and always to be received, as thoughts must be that would re­
fuse professionalization. (p. xvi)

But if one is not concerned about being professional, why worry
about "American philosophical life"? The latter phrase can only re­
fer to current trends in fashionable philosophy departments. Among
intellectuals generally, Wittgenstein is in fact being read and used
more and more. It is only within certain philosophy departments
that he, and "Oxford philosophy," are vieux jeu. Such parochial mat­
ters should not concern Cavell, nor lead him to conclude that "cer­
tain paths for philosophy, opened by these events, are always in
danger of falling into obscurity." Cavell says he wants to "understand
philosophy not as a set of problems but as a set of texts," and believes
that "the contribution of a philosopher . . . to the subject of phi­
losophy is not to be understood as a contribution to, or of, a set of
given problems" (pp. 3-4). So one would have expected him to con­
clude that Wittgenstein would be better served by forgetting "events
within American philosophical life " than by recapturing them.

Cavell's ambiguous attitude toward the "events" of which he
speaks is part of an equally ambiguous attitude towards academic
philosophy's place in culture. Sometimes he uses "philosophy" in a

large sense in which it means "the criticism a culture produces of it­
self" (p. 175) or "the education of grownups" (p. 125). Sometimes he
uses it ~n a narrow "professional" sense in which it is plausible to say
that.eplst~mol~gical skepticism is central to philosophy, and in which
fashIOns m phIlosophy departments matter to philosophy. He plays
?ack a~d forth between these two senses in such passages as the follow­
mg, whIch treat "philosophy" and "skepticism" as near synonyms:

But the philosopher has to make a problem for us, show us in what sense it
might so much as be a problem. And though intel1ectual advance often de­
pends upon someone's ability to do just that, the conclusion the philoso­
pher takes us to goes beyond anything we should expect from investiga­
tions which seem to proceed as his does.

To some philosophers that fact has itself, I think, proved the power
and subtlety of philosophy; while to others it has only demonstrated its
intel1ectual frivolity. If one has felt both of these ways about skepticism,
then one may come to sense that this very conflict itself may be display­
ing, or concealing, some critical fact about the mind, and one which nei­
ther side has been able, or willing, to articulate. (p. 159)

. . . the methods of ordinary language, far from trivializing the impulse
to philosophy (as many of its detractors, not, perhaps, without some
reason, have found it to do) show how complex and serious an ambition
the criticism of philosophy, which must inevitably remain internal to
philosophizing itself, ought to be. (p. 166)

I? .the l~tter pas~age, "the imJ?ulse to philosophy" is implicitly iden­
TIfIed WIth the Impulse to raIse the sort of problems (of epistemo­
logi~al. skepticism) in which the "ordinary language philosophers"
speclahzed. Nobody, after all, has thought that the criticism of
c~lture was frivol~us. But they have thought that philosophers were
fnvolously neglectmg the duty to offer such criticism by getting hung
up on "the external world."

Perhaps I. can make this complaint clearer by distinguishing be­
tween two mtellectual phenomena which I think Cavell wrongly
conflates:

(a) The "professional" philosopher's skepticism created by what Reid
cal1ed "the theory of ideas" (the theory which analyzes perception
in terms of immediately, certainly known givens).

(b) The Kantian, Romantic worry about whether the words we use have
any relation to the way the world actual1y is in itself.

These two phenomena have all sorts of historical connections but
they are dialectically independent. Suppose one pooh-pooh; the
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theory of ideas in good Austinian fashion. Unlike Austin, one may
still feel something like panic at the thought that there is no way to
hold the world in one hand and our descriptions of it in the other
and compare the two-to get, as Cavell says, "outside language­
games."

Both (a) and (b) seem distinct from a third phenomenon (c), de-
scribed by Cavell as

that experience I have called "seeing ourselves outside the world as a
whole," looking in at it, as we now look at some objects from a position
among others. This experience I have found to be fundamental in classical
epistemology (and, indeed, moral philosophy). It sometimes presents
itself to me as a sense of powerlessness to know the world, or to act upon
it; I think it is also working in the existentialist's (or, say, Santayana's)
sense of the precariousness and arbitrariness of existence, the utter con­
tingency in the fact that things are as they are. . . .

All of existence is squeezed into the philosopher's tomato when he rolls
it toward his overwhelming question.... (p.236)

The tomato in question is the one about which H. H. Price, in the
opening pages of his Perception, said, "there is much that I can
doubt." The differences in tone between that work, Fichte's Voca­
tion ofMan, and Nausea might normally be accounted for by saying
that Price was presupposing (a), whereas Fichte was expressing (b),
and Sartre (c). Price doesn't find his questions overwhelming, nor do
most writers on the subjects he discusses, most of the writers in what
Cavell calls "the English tradition" (p. xiii). Cavell, however, lumps
these writers together with Kant, and (a) together with (b), in such
passages as the following:

Locke avoided skepticism only apparently, through distraction and good
English sense; Berkeley through God; Descartes through God and a special
faculty of intellectual "perception"; Kant, denying such a faculty, avoided
it through world-creating categories; Hume, to the extent that he did,
through "natural belief"; Moore, through furious common sense. And all
who have followed the argument respond to it as a discovery about our
world, one catastrophic in its implications, overturning what we all, until
now, believed as completely as we believed anything. (pp. 222-223)

The "argument" in question is the usual textbook, Pricean argu­
ment, in which we are driven to admit that we don't see a whole
tomato, but only . . . Cavell is either being obscurely ironic, or is
just wrong, in saying that "all who have followed the argument
respond to it as a catastrophic discovery." Most of them, including
Locke and Hume, thought of the skeptical consequences of the

,
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theory of ideas in the same way as the developers of a revolutionary
scientific theory think of the "anomalies" (in Kuhn's sense) which the
theory generates. They view them as annoying and unfortunate, but
by no means catastrophic, and providing employment for epigoni. (If
Cavell means by "apparently" and "to the extent that," that Locke
and Hume should, by rights, have been overwhelmed, then he is not
making the point he wants to make.) The only people who go all exis­
tential about the invisibility of the rest of the tomato are lecturers on
epistemology who relieve the classroom tedium by hype. When such
lecturers encounter an unstable freshman who actually does feel the
tomato to have catastrophic implications, they hasten to join his
more robust classmates in assuring him that it is all "just philosophy."

One would have thought that, once we were lucky enough to get
writers like Wittgenstein and Nietzsche who resist professional­
ization, we might get some criticism of philosophy which did not re­
main internal to philosophy. (As Montaigne, Spinoza, and Feuerbach
gave us criticism of religion which was not internal.) But Cavell
switches with insouciance from the narrow and professional identifi­
cation of "philosophy" with epistemology to a large sense in which
OI~e. ~annot escape ~hilosophy by criticizing it, simply because any
CrItICIsm of culture IS to be called "philosophy." To resolve this am­
biguity, Cavell would have to convince us that skepticism in the nar­
row sense, the sense used in ritual interchanges between philosophy
pr~fessors (Green and Bain, Bradley and Moore, Austin and Ayer),
IS Im~ortant for an understanding of skepticism in some deep and ro­
mantIC sense. He would have to show us that "skepticism" is a good
name for the impulse which leads grownups to try to educate them­
selves, and cultures to try to criticize themselves. Then he would
have to connect this broad sense with the narrow, "technical" sense.
My main complaint about his book is that Cavell doesn't argue for
such a connection, but takes it for granted. He doesn't help us see
people like Moore and Austin as important thinkers. Rather, he an­
swers the transcendental quaestio juris-how could they, appearances
perhaps to the contrary, be important?-while begging the quaestio
facti. He is "professional," it seems to me, in just the sense that he
criticizes others for being so. He takes for granted that the "philo­
sophical problems" with which we infect the freshman by assigning
Descartes and Berkeley are something the freshman really needs­
not just so that he can understand history, but so that he can be
in touch with himself, with his own humanity.

In an attempt to establish connections between (a), (b), and (c),
Cavell connects a particular notion of knowledge which he takes to
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be characteristic of "the Cartesian project" with the attempt to escape
from human finitude which he takes to be "the cause of skepticism."
He says that

the project of assessing the validity of knowledge as a whole, as that is
prosecuted by the Cartesian tradition, is based upon a particular concept
of knowledge (and thus leads to a particular problem of knowledge), viz.,
the concept I have characterized, with little sense of satisfaction, as a
concept of knowledge as revelatory of the world's existence; and I con­
trasted that with a concept of knowledge such as Austin's, a concept of
knowledge as the identification or recognition of things. (p. 224)

This contrast seems to me real and important, but not to serve Cavell's
purposes. It is the contrast between knowledge as what Kant told us
we couldn't have-knowledge of things as they are in themselves,
formulated in those things' own language, rather than ours-and
knowledge as justified true belief, where "justification" is the ordinary
sort given by the language-game we in fact play. Kant made episte­
mology Romantic, and thereby made room for moral faith. The the­
ory of ideas as Reid knew it, before it went transcendental, was not
romantic. It was just an incidental spin-off of the Galileo-Newton
world-picture, one which did not pan out well.

By contrast, Cavell can connect (b) with (c), Kant with Sartre. He
can view the Kantian hope for an impossible kind of knowledge, a
knowledge unmediated by our language-games, our patterns of justi­
fication, our ideas or words-knowledge "revelatory of the world's
[not just our world's] existence" -as produced by the Sartrean sense
that only such an impossible sort of knowledge would overcome our
terror at the sheer contingency of things. But I do not see how he
can connect Pricean puzzles about getting from perceptions to non­
perceptions with either Kantian longing or Sartrean terror.

Cavell seems to think he has made this latter connection by noting
that, in his phrase, epistemological skepticism has to be about a "ge­
neric object" -not a goldfinch but "the physical object as such," not
one's sister but "any passing humanoid form." To questions about
whether it's a goldfinch or a golderest, whether one's sister is disap­
pointed or pleased, there are commonsensical answers, and common­
sensical justifications of these answers. To set the freshman up for
epistemology, we have to generalize our way out of common sense.
This is a very nice point, but it does not do the job Cavell wants it to
do-it does not take us across the Channel from Berkeley to Kant,
from (a) to (b), from perceptual error to romance. All it shows is
that we can only get the freshman from the silly stuff about tomatoes
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to the heavy stuff about things-in-themselves by dropping the "prob­
lem of perception," skipping sense-data, and inculcating a contrast
between "for us" and "in itself" which problems about perception
do not illustrate. As long as we stick to breaking the tomato up into
sensibilia, there will be, as Austin said, "the bit where you say it and
the bit where you take it back," the bit where you deconstruct the
tomato and the bit where you reconstruct it. It is only when we drop
the Lockean question about whether the redness is "out there" or
"in us" and get to the romantic Kantian question, "Is there anything
beyond the coherence of our judgments to which we can be faithful?",
that the student is hooked. There is no logical connection between
the "in the mind/outside the mind" contrast and the "for us" vs. "in
itself" contrast.4 "For us" means, roughly, "inside our language­
games, our conventions, our form of life, our standards of legitima­
tion." "In the mind" is an uncashed and probably uncashable meta­
phor, as Reid saw very clearly. Kant's phenomenal world is not
Price's tomato on a grand scale. It is a change of subject, a way of
expounding (b) rather than (a). Cavell's point that skepticism only
makes sense for generic objects shows just what he doesn't want to
show-that one can leave Ayer and Price in the care of Austin and
Ryle, and hasten on to the serious thinkers across the water.

Cavell says (in unfortunately professionalized terms) that he is
interested in

a tradition, anyway an idea, of philosophizing opposed to the tradition in
English, as that tradition is represented in the best English-speaking depart­
ments of philosophy.

But, he says,

I have made no effort to sophisticate my early, tentative amateur efforts
to link the English and the Continental traditions, because I want them to
show that to realign these traditions, after their long mutual shunning, at
any rate to write witnessing the loss in that separation, has been a forma­
tive aspiration of mine from the earliest of the work I refer to here. (p. xiii)

Nevertheless, the strategy of these efforts is clear. Cavell's way of
linking the traditions is the· reverse of that used by most bridge­
builders who start from our side. Usually we Anglo-Americans try to
deromanticize the Continental tradition by showing that it has some
good arguments. Cavell tries to romanticize our own tradition by
showing that it does not. As he says, the so-called "discovery" that
"the object is gone, unknowable by the senses alone" (p. 222) is a
stage effect, produced by intruding "an invention, a production of
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dialectic, a historical-philosophical construction called the sen~es"
(p. 224). To show that this invention is not just a suitable subject
for Rube Goldberg or Ronald Searle (which is how Austin thought
of it), he has got to show that the motives for its fabrication are the
same as, or at least as interesting as, the motives for various bits of
Continental apparatus.

I take it that Cavell's strategy is to find these motives in (c)-the
Sartrean sense of contingency-and to construe the attempt, described
by Heidegger and Sartre, to escape our humanity, our finitude, as an
attempt to evade this sense. He wants to construe "ordinary language
philosophy" as an effort "to reclaim the human self from its denial
and neglect by modern philosophy" (p. 154) and he thinks of the
history of this topic as suitably titled "Philosophy and the Rejection
of the Human" (p. 207). I think that Cavell is dead right in analyzing
the Cartesian project as an expression of this need to transcend our
condition, but I think that he oversophisticates his point. It seems a
sufficient diagnosis of Cartesianism to say (with Gilson, Burtt,
Maritain, Randall, Malcolm, and others) that Cartesianism asks for
impossible certainty, that its methodological solipsism is an impos­
sible demand to do it all by oneself. This Luciferian attempt to cut
oneself off from God, or one's fellow-humans, by using only one's
natural light has usually been taken as sufficient motive for inventing
what Cavell calls "absolute simples . . . outside language-games"
(clear and distinct ideas, sense-data, indubitable first principles, prim­
itive terms, and so on) (p. 226).

Cavell, however, thinks that "the quest for certainty" is an inade­
quate diagnosis of the Cartesian project. He criticizes the D~weyan

dismissal of this project as "not taking the problem of the eXIstence
of objects seriously" and says that "it is too late to tell a philosopher
to forego the quest for certainty when it is the sheer existence of
objects-of anything at all-that seems to be at stake" (pp. 224-225).
Perhaps he just means that anybody who has somehow managed to
connect textbook skepticism about the external world with the ex­
perience of "seeing oneself outside the world as a whole" will not be
responsive to the usual Gilson-Dewey-Malcolm treatment of the
Cartesian illness. This is doubtless true; but it seems like saying that
somebody who is wholeheartedly psychotic, rather than merely
neurotically confused, will not be helped by psychoanalysis. What we
need to understand is how it is possible to get this far out, how one
could connect (a) with (c), how anybody could think that textbook
"English" epistemology is intimately connected with a sense of the
contingency of everything. My complaint about Cavell's treatment of
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skepticism may be summed up by saying that his book never makes
this possibility clear for someone for whom it is not yet an actuality.
It is fairly easy to connect (b) with (c): the realization that the world
is available to us only under a description hooks up with the realiza­
tion that it exists without a self-description, that it has no language
of its own which we might one day learn. Its existence "makes no
sense" because sense is relative to descriptions and existence is not.
But, just as I do not know how to hook up (a) with (b), I do not know
how to hook up (a) with (c) either. Thus (c) seems to me not to serve
as a useful link between (a) and (b).

So much for my complaints, which have centered around Cavell's
discussion of "external world" skepticism in Parts I and II. I hope,
however, that dissatisfaction with the argument of these parts will
not prevent readers from forging ahead through Parts III and IV. In
Part III Cavell drops the topic of skepticism and the attempt to re­
capture the importance of "ordinary language philosophy." This part
consists of four short essays on what is wrong with what various
people have said about the nature of moral philosophy-Stevenson,
Rawls (in his early "Two Concepts of Rules"), and Prior. These essays
remind us that moral reflection cannot be identified with appeals to
principle, that morality is not a name for whatever influences choice,
that

morality must leave itself open to repudiation; it provides one possibility
of settling conflict. . . . Other ways of settling or encompassing conflict
are provided by politics, religion, love and forgiveness, rebellion, and with­
drawal. Morality is a valuable way because the others are so often inacces­
sible or brutal; but it is not everything.... (p. 269)

Part III, all by itself, is one of the best books on moral philosophy
which has appeared in recent years. It ranks with Iris Murdoch's Sov­
ereignty of Good as a criticism of the notion that moral philosophy
must be a search for yet more "absolute simples" -self-evident prin­
ciples, basic values. Like Murdoch, Cavell criticizes the Bentham-Kant­
Sidgwick notion that rational action is action on principle, and the
corollary that moral reflection is the attempt to discover the rules by
which each of us, simply as a human being, is committed to living.
He says:

No rule or principle could function in a moral context the way regulatory
or defining rules function in games. It is as essential to the fonn of life
called morality that rules so conceived be absent as it is essential to the
form of life we call playing a game that they be present. . . .

... a suggestion emerges about why philosophers appeal to rules in
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theorizing about morality, and about how rules are then conceived. The
appeal is' an attempt to explain why such an action as promising is bind­
ing upon us. But if you need an explanation for that, if there is a sense
that something more than personal commitment is necessary, then the ap­
peal to rules comes too late. For rules are themselves binding only subject

to our commitment. (p. 307)

He thus helps us see the quest for "foundations of moral obligation"
as parallel to the Cartesian quest for "foundations of knowledge."
Both are attempts to get outside language-games, to find some "nat­
ural" way of getting in touch with reality or goodness which is inde­
pendent of the actual people among whom we live, who talk in a
certain way. Both help us avoid acknowledging that we are mortals,
who think and talk as we do because we have read the books we have
read, talked with the people we have talked with. They encourage us
to think that philosophy will do for us what we once thought religion
might do-take us right outside language, history, and finitude and
put us in the presence of the atemporal. They lead the philosopher to
think himself so little dependent upon his community that what he
says will "work on people at random, like a ray" (p. 326).

Cavell's comments on the form of life of Anglo-Saxon moral phi­
losophers are much more external, and thus much clearer and more
useful, than his comments in Parts I and II on that of Anglo-Saxon
epistemologists. In the case of the moral philosophers, he sees why
they want to do what they do, diagnoses it quickly and surely, and
then lets go of it. In the case of epistemologists, he insists on regard­
ing their plight as a sickness which somehow we are all bound to suf­
fer, as a necessary stage in reaching intellectual maturity. His insis­
tence on the pathos and ubiquity of epistemology leads him, I have
argued above, to confuse temporary, historically conditioned little
frenzies (the seventeenth-century theory of ideas, ordinary language
philosophy) with aspects of the human condition. In Part III, by con­
trast, he no longer avoids history. He briskly and brilliantly explains
(pp. 259ff.) the connection between Galilean models of scientific ex­
planation and the philosophical claim that science is "rational" in a
way that moral reflection is not. He concludes:

If you begin by being struck with the peculiarity of ethical arguments as
perhaps unsettleable, and struck with how different other questions are,
then you will pick examples from science which illustrate its capacity for
agreement, and then you will have the idea, or illusion, that you know that,
and why, science is rational and morality not. (p. 263)

Applying lessons learned from Kuhn's Structure ofScientific Revolu­
tions, Cavell in these pages does a great deal to help rid us of the
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distinctions between "science" and "nonscience," "objective" and
"subjective," "fact" and "value," "reason" and "emotion," which
have been the warp of intellectual life in recent centuries.

Part IV is rather perversely called "Skepticism and the Problem of
Others," but is coextensive with Chapter XIII, which is more helpfully
titled "Between Acknowledgement and Avoidance." This material is,
~avell tells us, more recent than anything else he has written. In par­
tIcular, as noted above, it was written some twenty or twenty-five
years after some of the material in Parts I-III. In this later manner­
that of "Leopards in Connecticut" and "The Avoidance of Love"­
he comes into his own. He speaks with a much stronger voice. Now
he is free of worry about rival philosophers, or about what makes
epistemology, or skepticism, or philosophy, special and deep. He just
reflects on the fact that there are such things.

In this part Cavell is concerned with a "problem of other minds"
which does not even pretend to hook up with the "professional prob­
lem of how, given that the logical construction of the Other's body
uses up the sensory qualia I receive, I have a right to construct a mind
for him as well. Wittgenstein taught us that this problem results from
thinking that one first describes oneself to oneself in ostensively­
learned Mental, the Lockean inner language of the ideas themselves.
So one mi~ht expect Cavell to repeat that if we drop Locke and the
theory of Ideas we shall no longer speculate about private languages,
the possible inner emptiness of the Other, and so on. Instead, Cavell
s~rugs off all that and goes straight to a deep reading of such specula­
tIOns:

The wish underlying this fantasy [of a private language] covers a wish that
underlies skepticism, a wish for the connection between my claims of
knowledge and the objects upon which the claims are to fall to occur with­
out my intervention, apart from my agreements. As the wish stands, it is
unappeasable. In tHe case of knowing myself, such self-defeat would be
doubly exquisite: I must disappear in order that search for myself be
successful. ... (pp.351-352)

This reading uproots the "problem of other minds" from the soil in
whi~h it is usually taken ~o have sprouted -empiricism and phenom­
enalIsm -and transplants It across the Channel. It is now the sort of
problem you have after reading the Phenomenology ofSpirit, or the
Critique ofPractical Reason, or Being and Nothingness. This is a good
thing to do if you want to find something interesting to say about
Other Minds. It ignores the question of whether the "professional,"
"English," epistemological question has anything to do with roman­
tic Kantian questions, whether (a) has anything to do with (b).
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One of the advantages of the later over the earlier Cavell-of Part
IV over Parts I-II -is that he does ignore this question. For now he is
no longer concerned about hooking up with what the "professionals"
do. This permits him, at last, to explain what he was hinting at in
earlier passages about "reclaiming the human self" and modern phi­
losophy's "rejection of the human." What he has in mind is summed
up in such passages as the following:

The skeptic insinuates that there are possibilities to which the claim of cer­
tainty shuts its eyes; or: whose eyes the claim of certainty shuts. It is the
voice, or an imitation of the voice, of intellectual conscience. Wittgenstein
replies, "They are shut." It is the voice of human conscience.... In the
face of the skeptic's picture of intellectual limitedness, Wittgenstein pro­

poses a picture of human finitude. (p. 431)

Where else can we find out about human finitude? Presumably in
novels, plays, and works of "Continental" philosophy rather than in
epistemology courses, or in the sort of reflection on science in which
"English" philosophy specializes:

science fiction cannot house tragedy because in it human limitations can
from the beginning be by-passed. This idea helps me explain my difference
in intuition from those philosophers who take it that a scientific specula­
tion, or fiction, is sufficient to suggest skepticism; for example, the specu­
lation that for all I know I may be a brain in a vat. (p. 457)

The human self which philosophy has been avoiding is the one des­
cribed in all the vocabularies which are of no use for predicting and
controlling people-the vocabularies which are useless for science,
and for philosophy when it is conceived as quasi-science. "Literature"
tells us, as do Hegel and Sartre, that there is no universal religious, or
scientific, or philosophical vocabulary to use in talking about, or
dealing with, our fellow-humans, but that we cannot help thinking
that there must be one:

Tragedy and comedy are all but filled with this possibility-that one
among the endless true descriptions of me tells who I am. (p. 388)

Pre-Kantian, pre-Romantic philosophy was filled with assurance that
that possibility had been actualized. The self-knowledge which was
prevented by this kind of philosophy (a kind which survives in Anglo­
Saxon philosophy departments, though it is pretty much extinct else­
where) is the knowledge that

with respect to the external world, an initial sanity requires recognizing
that I' cannot live my skepticism, whereas with respect to others a final
sanity requires recognizing that I can. I do. (p. 451)
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This makes "final sanity" consist in getting out from under the impulse
which led to "professional" philosophy, in escaping the temptation
"to convert the human condition, the condition of humanity, into an
intellectual difficulty" (p. 493). In one of the best remarks in Part IV
-a part which is studded with splendid sentences-Cavell says

Not finitude, but the denial of finitude, is the mark of tragedy. This denial
of finitude has also been taken as the mark of sin. It was to free humanity
of that libel of sinfulness that Blake and Nietzsche undertook, as it were,
to deny the distinction between the finite and the infinite in thinking of
the human. (p. 455)

I doubt that the aim of "modern" writing has been better stated than
in this final phrase.

I hope that my account of the various parts of The Claim ofReason
has made clear that its second half (Parts III and IV) makes it an im­
portant book, and also why a prospective reader should not be
daunted by Part I, nor by Cavell's (occasionally) heavy-handed style.
One way of describing its importance is to say that it helps us realize
what Wittgenstein did for us. Unlike Austin and Ryle, he did not just
help us shrug off the theory of ideas. He also raised the question of
the moral worth of our epistemology courses, of our discipline, of
our form of life. We philosophy professors are lucky that one of the
great writers of the century came among us, and left behind a de­
scription of our habits which we might never have formulated for
ourselves. Wittgenstein suffered from, and constantly complained
about, the company he had to keep in the course of this endeavor.
But he persisted, and produced writings which even the determined
efforts of a host of commentators will not be able to construe as of­
fering "philosophical theories" or "solutions to philosophical prob­
lems." Cavell is one of the few interpreters Wittgenstein has so far
had who (at least in Part IV of his book) is free from the temptation
so to construe him. 5 He is also one of the few who puts him in suit­
able company-that of Rousseau and Thoreau, Kierkegaard' and
Tolstoy, Blake and Nietzsche, the friends of finitude, the friends of
man. 6

Notes

1. Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality and Trag­
edy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979). Parenthetical page references are to this book.

2. Part III is a reworking of material from Cavell's twenty-year-old dissertation (as
were, to some extent, Parts I and II).
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3. See Jacques Bouveresse's trearment of Wittgenstein as "the anti-Husserl" in Le

Mythe de l'Interiorite (Paris: Editions Minuit, 1978).
4. Recently, however, philosophers have once again started to run these two contrasts

together. For example, Bernard Williams, in his Descartes: The Project of Pure Enquiry,
tries to rehabilitate Descartes' project through a notion of "the absolute conception of
reality," a notion which Williams thinks involved in our intuition about the nature of knowl­
edge, and which raises the skeptical question of whether knowledge is possible. This notion,
as Williams formulates it, is ambiguous between a "determinate picture of what the world is
like independent of thought" (Williams, p. 65) (the sort of thing which Kant told us we
wouldn't have) and a description of the world "using concepts which are not peculiarly
ours, and not peculiarly relative to our experience" (ibid., p. 244). The latter phrase is
Williams' attempt (unsuccessful, in my view) to update Locke's notion of "resembling ob­
jects." Another example is Thomas Nagel's use of the "subjective vs. objective" distinction
to cover both the difference between a "personal" and an "impersonal" account of, e.g.,
the morally relevant features of a situation and the difference between the linguistically­
inarticulable phenomenological character of an experience and a characterization of the
experience in ordinary public terms. (Cf. Nagel's Mortal Questions [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 19781, chap. 14: "Subjective-Objective.") Both Williams and Nagel, on my
view, misleadingly yoke together the contrast between the veridical (the "objective" as the
"intersubjective") and the nonveridical (the "subjective" as the "merely apparent") with the
quite different contrast between the communicable (what our concepts catch) and the in­
communicable (what they may, or must, fail to catch).

5. Another of these happy few is James C. Edwards. See his forthcoming Ethics With­
out Philosophy: Wittgenstein and the Moral Life (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida,
1982). Cavell's and Edwards' books, taken together, suggest that Wittgenstein commentary

has recently turned a corner.
6. I am grateful to John Cooper for helpful comment on the first draft of this essay.

Method, Social Science,
and Social Hope

I. Science Without Method

Galileo and his followers discovered, and subsequent centuries have
amply confirmed, that you get much better predictions by thinking
of things as masses of particles blindly bumping each other than by
thinking of them as Aristotle thought of them - animistically, teleo­
logically, and anthropomorphically. They also discovered that you
get a better handle on the universe by thinking of it as infinite and
cold and comfortless than by thinking of it as finite, homey, planned,
and relevant to human concerns. Finally, they discovered that if you
view planets or missiles or corpuscles as point-masses, you can get
nice simple predictive laws by looking for nice simple mathematical
ratios. These discoveries are the basis of modern technological civili­
zation. We can hardly be too grateful for them. But they do not,
pace Descartes and Kant, point any epistemological moral. They do
not tell us anything about the nature of science or rationality. In
particular, they did not result from the use of, nor do they exempli­
fy, something called "the scientific method."

The tradition we call "modern philosophy" asked itself "How is it
that science has had so much success? What is the secret of this suc­
cess?" The various bad answers to these bad questions have been vari­
ations on a single charming but uncashable metaphor: viz., the New
Science discovered the language which nature itself uses. When
Galileo said that the Book of Nature was written in the language of
mathematics, he meant that his new reductionistic, mathematical
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vocabulary didn't just happen to work, but that it worked because
that was the way things really were. He meant that the vocabulary
worked because it fitted the universe as a key fits a lock. Ever since,
philosophers have been trying, and failing, to give sense to these no­
tions of "working because," and "things as they really are."

Descartes explicated these notions in terms of the natural clarity
and distinctness of Galilean ideas-ideas which, for some reason, had
been foolishly overlooked by Aristotle. Locke, struck by the indis­
tinctness of this notion of "clarity," thought he might do better with
a program of reducing complex ideas to simple. To make this program
relevant to current science, he used an ad hoc distinction between
ideas which resemble their objects and those which do not. This dis­
tinction was so dubious as to lead us, via Berkeley and Hume, to
Kant's rather desperate suggestion that the key only worked because
we had, behind our own backs, constructed the lock it was to fit. In
retrospect, we have come to see Kant's suggestion as giving the game
away. For his transcendental idealism opened the back door to all
the teleological, animistic, Aristotelian notions which the intellectuals
had repressed for fear of being old-fashioned. The speculative idealists
who succeeded Kant dropped the notion of finding nature's secrets.
They substituted the notion of making worlds by creating vocabu­
laries, a notion echoed in our century by maverick philosophers of
science like Cassirer and Goodman.

In an effort to avoid these so-called "excesses ofGerman idealism,"
a host of philosophers-roughly classifiable as "positivist" - have
spent the last hundred years trying to use notions like "objectivity,"
"rigor," and "method" to isolate science from nonscience. They have
done this because they thought that the idea that we can explain sci­
entific success in terms of discovering Nature's Own Language must,
somehow, be right-even if the metaphor could not be cashed, even
if neither realism nor idealism could explain just what the imagined
"correspondence" between nature's language and current scientific
jargon could consist in. Very few thinkers have suggested that maybe
science doesn't have a secret of success-that there is no metaphysi­
calor epistemological or transcendental explanation of why Galileo's
vocabulary has worked so well so far, any more than there is an ex­
planation of why the vocabulary of liberal democracy has worked so
well so far. Very few have been willing to abjure the notions that
"the mind" or "reason" has a nature of its own, that discovery of
this nature will give us a "method," and that following that method
will enable us to penetrate beneath the appearances and see nature
"in its own terms." 1
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The importance of Kuhn seems to me to be that, like Dewey, he is
one of these few. Kuhn and Dewey suggest we give up the notion of
science traveling towards an end called "correspondence with reality"
and instead say merely that a given vocabulary works better than an­
other for a given purpose. If we accept their suggestion, we shall not
b.e inclined to ask "What method do scientists use?" Or, more pre­
cIsely, we shall say that within what Kuhn calls "normal science"­
puzzle-solving-they use the same banal and obvious methods all of
us .use in every human activity. They check off examples against cri­
tena; they fudge the counter-examples enough to avoid the need for
new models; they try out various guesses, formulated within the cur­
rent jargon, in the hope of coming up with something which will
cover the unfudgeable cases. We shall not think there is or could be
an epistemologically pregnant answer to the question "What did
Galileo do right that Aristotle did wrong?", any more than we should
expect such an answer to the questions "What did Plato do right that
Xenophon did wrong?" or "What did Mirabeau do right that Louis XVI
did wrong?" We shall just say that Galileo had a good idea, and
Aristotle a less good idea; Galileo was using some terminology which
helped, and Aristotle wasn't. Galileo's terminology was the only "se­
cret" he had-he didn't pick that terminology because it was "clear"
or "natural," or. "simple," or in line with the categories of the pure
understanding. He just lucked out.

The moral which seventeenth-century philosophers should have
drawn from Galileo's success was a Whewellian and Kuhnian one: viz.,
that scientific breakthroughs are not so much a matter of deciding
~hich. of va~ious ~lternative hypotheses are true, but of finding the
nght Jargon III WhICh to frame hypotheses in the first place. But, in­
stead, as I have said, they drew the moral that the new vocabulary
was the one nature had always wanted to be described in. I think
they drew this moral for two reasons. First, they thought that the
fact that Galileo's vocabulary was devoid of metaphysical comfort,
moral significance, and human interest was a reason why it worked.
They vaguely thought that it was because the Galilean scientist was
able to face up to the frightening abysses of infinite space that he
was being so successful. They identified his distance from common
sense and from religious feeling-his distance from decisions about
h~w men should live-as part of the secret of his success. So, they
saId, the more metaphysically comfortless and morally insignificant
our vocabulary, the likelier we are to be "in touch with reality" or
to be "scientific," or to describe reality as it wants to be described
and thereby get it under control. Second, they thought the only way
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to eliminate "subjective" notions-those expressible in our vocabu­
lary but not in nature's-was to eschew terms which could not.be
definitionally linked to those in Galileo's and Newton's vocabulanes,
terms denoting "primary qualities."

These intertwined mistakes-the notion that a term is more likely
to "refer to the real" if it is morally insignificant and if it occurs in
true, predictively useful generalizations-give substance to the idea
of "scientific method" as (in Bernard Williams' phrase)2 the search
for "an absolute conception of reality." This is reality conceived as
somehow represented by representations which are not merely ours
but its own, as it looks to itself, as it would describe itself if it could.
Williams, and others who take Cartesianism seriously, not only think
this notion is unconfused but regard it as one of our intuitions about
the nature of knowledge. On my account, by contrast, it is merely
one of our intuitions about what counts as being philosophical. It is
the Cartesian form of the archetypal philosophical fantasy-first spun
by Plato-of cutting through all description, all representation, to a
state of consciousness which, per impossibile, combines the best fea­
tures of inarticulate confrontation with the best features of linguistic
formulation. This fantasy of discovering, and somehow knowing that
one has discovered, Nature's Own Vocabulary seemed to become
more concrete when Galileo and Newton formulated a comprehen­
sive set of predictively useful universal generalizations, written in
suitably "cold," "inhuman," mathematical terms. From their time
to the present, the notions of "rationality," "method," and "sci­
ence" have been bound up with the 'search for such generalizations.

Without this model to go on, the notion of "a scientific method,"
in its modern sense, could not have been taken seriously. The term
"method" would have retained the sense it had in the period prior
to the New Science, for people like Ramus and Bacon. In that sense,
to have a method was simply to have a good comprehensive list of
topics or headings-to have, so to speak, an efficient filing system.
In its post-Cartesian philosophical sense, however, it does not mean
simply ordering one's thoughts, but filtering them in order to elimi­
nate "subjective" or "noncognitive" or "confused" elements, leaving
only the thoughts which are Nature's Own. This distinction between
the parts of one's mind which do and don't correspond to reality is,
in the epistemological tradition, confused with the distinction be­
tween rational and irrational ways of doing science. If "scientific
method" means merely being rational in some given area of inquiry,
then it has a perfectly reasonable "Kuhnian" sense-it means obey­
ing the normal conventions of your discipline, not fudging the data
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too much, not letting your hopes and fears influence your conclusions
unless those hopes and fears are shared by all those who are in the
same line of work, being open to refutation by experience, not block­
ing the road of inquiry. In this sense, "method" and "rationality"
are names for a suitable balance between respect for the opinions of
one's fellows and respect for the stubbornness of sensation. But epis­
temologically-centered philosophy has wanted notions of "method"
and "rationality" which signify more than good epistemic manners,
notions which describe the way in which the mind is naturally fitted
to learn Nature's Own Language.

If one believes, as I do, that the traditional ideas of "an absolute
('objective') conception of reality" and of "scientific method'" are
neither clear nor useful, then one will see the interlocked questions
"What should be the method of the social sciences?" and "What are
the criteria of an objective moral theory?" as badly posed. In the
remainder of this paper, I want to say in detail why I think these are
bad questions, and to recommend a Deweyan approach to both so­
cial science and morality, one which emphasizes the utility of narra­
tives and vocabularies rather than the objectivity of laws and theories.

II. "Value-Free" Social Science
and "Hermeneutic" Social Science

There has recently been a reaction against the idea that students of
man and society will be "scientific" only if they remain faithful to
the Galilean model- if they find "value-neutral," purely descriptive
terms in which to state their predictive generalizations, leaving evalu­
ation to "policy-makers." This has led to a revival of Dilthey's notion
that to understand human beings "scientifically" we must apply non­
Galilean, "hermeneutic" methods. From the point of view I wish to
suggest, the whole idea of "being scientific" or of choosing between
"methods" is confused. Consequently, the question about whether
social scientists should seek value-neutrality along Galilean lines, or
rather should try for something more cozy, Aristotelian, and "softer"
-a distinctive "method of the human sciences" -seems to me mis­
guided.

One reason this quarrel has developed is that it has become obvious
that whatever terms are used to describe human beings become
"evaluative" terms. The suggestion that we segregate the "evaluative"
terms in a language and use their absence as one criterion for the "sci­
entific" character of a discipline or a theory cannot be carried out.
For there is no way to prevent anybody usingany term "evaluatively."
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If you ask somebody whether he is using "repression" or "primitive"
or "working class" normatively or descriptively, he might be able to
answer in the case of a given statement, made on a given occasion.
But if you ask him whether he uses the term only when he is describ­
ing, only when he is engaging in moral reflection, or both, the answer
is almost always going to be "both." Further-and this is the crucial
point-unless the answer is "both," it is just not the sort of term which
will do us much good in social science. Predictions will do "policy­
making" no good if they are not phrased in the terms in which policy
can be formulated.

Suppose we picture the "value-free" social scientist walking up to
the divide between "fact" and "value" and handing his predictions to
the policy-makers who live on the other side. They will not be of
much use unless they contain some of the terms which the policy­
makers use among themselves. What the policy-makers would like,
presumably, are rich juicy predictions like "If basic industry is social­
ized, the standard of living will [or won't] decline," "If literacy is
more widespread, more [or fewer] honest people will be elected to
office," and so on. They would like hypothetical sentences whose
consequents are phrased in terms which might occur in morally urgent
recommendations. When they get predictions phrased in the sterile
jargon of "quantified" social sciences ("maximizes satisfaction,"
"increases conflict," etc.), they either tune out, or, more dangerously,
begin to use the jargon in moral deliberation. The desire for a new,
"interpretive" social science seems to me bes~ understood as a reac­
tion against the temptation to formulate social policies in terms so
thin as barely to count as "moral" at all-terms which never stray far
from definitional links with "pleasure," "pain," and "power."

The issue between those who hanker after "objective," "value-free,"
"truly scientific" social science and those who think this should be
replaced with something more hermeneutical is misdescribed as a
quarrel about "method." A quarrel about method requires a com­
mon goal, and disagreement about the means for reaching it. But the
two sides to this quarrel are not disagreeing about how to get more
accurate predictions of what will happen if certain policies are adop­
ted. Neither side is very good at making such predictions, and if any­
body ever did find a way of making them both sides would be equally
eager to incorporate this strategy in their view. The nature of the
quarrel is better, but still misleadingly, seen as one between the
competing goals of "explanation" and "understanding." As this
contrast has developed in the recent literature, it is a contrast between
the sort of jargon which permits Galilean-style generalizations, and

Method, Social Science, Social Hope 197

Hempelian specification of confirming and disconfirming instances of
such generalizations, and the sort which sacrifices this virtue for the
sake of describing in roughly the same vocabulary as one evaluates (a
"teleological" vocabulary, crudely speaking).

This contrast is real enough. But it is not an issue to be resolved,
only a difference to be lived with. The idea that explanation and
understanding are opposed ways of doing social science is as misguided
as the notion that microscopic and macroscopic descriptions of organ­
isms are opposed ways of doing biology. There are lots of things you
want to do with bacteria and cows for which it is very useful to have
biochemical descriptions of them; there are lots of things you want
to do with them for which such descriptions would be merely a nui­
sance. Similarly, there are lots of things you want to do with human
beings for which descriptions of them in nonevaluative, "inhuman"
terms are very useful; there are others (e.g., thinking of them as your
fellow-citizens) in which such descriptions are not. "Explanation" is
merely the sort of understanding one looks for when one wants to
predict and control. It does not contrast with something else called
"understanding" as the abstract contrasts with the concrete, or the
artificial with the natural, or the "repressive" with the "liberating."
To say that something is better "understood" in one vocabulary than
another is always an ellipsis for the claim that a description in the
preferred vocabulary is more useful for a certain purpose. If the pur­
pose is prediction, then one will want one sort of vocabulary. If it is
evaluation, one mayor may not want a different sort of vocabulary.
(In the case of evaluating artillery fire, for example, the predictive
vocabulary of ballistics will do nicely. In the case of evaluating hu­
man character, the vocabulary of stimulus and response is beside the
point.)

To sum up this point: there are two distinct requirements for the
vocabulary of the social sciences:

(1) It should contain descriptions of situations which facilitate
their prediction and control

(2) It should contain descriptions which help one decide what
to do.

Value-free social science assumed that a thin "behavioristic" vocabu­
lary met the first requirement. This assumption has not panned out
very well; the last fifty years of research in the social sciences have
not notably increased our predictive abilities. But even if it had suc­
ceeded in offering predictions, this would not necessarily have helped
fulfill the second requirement. It would not necessarily have been
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useful in deciding what to do. The debate between friends of value­
freedom and friends of hermeneutics has often taken for granted that
neither requirement can be satisfied unless the other is also. Frie?ds
of hermeneutics have protested that Behaviorese was inappropnate
for "understanding" people-meaning that it could not catch what
they were "really" doing. But this is a misleading way of saying it is
not a good vocabulary for moral reflection. We just don't want to be
the sort of policy-makers who use those terms for deciding what to
do to our fellow-humans. Conversely, friends of value-freedom, in­
sisting that as soon as social science finds its Galileo (who is some­
how known in advance to be a behaviorist) the first requirement will
be satisfied, have argued that it is our duty to start making policy
decisions in suitably thin terms-so that our "ethics" may be "objec­
tive" and "scientifically based." For only in that way will we be able
to make maximal use of all those splendid predictions which will
shortly be coming our way. Both sides make the same mistake in
thinking that there is some intrinsic connection between the two re­
quirements. It is a mistake to think that when we know how to deal
justly and honorably with a person or a society we thereby know
how to predict and control him or her or it, and a mistake to think
that ability to predict and control is necessarily an aid to such dealing.

To be told that only a certain vocabulary is suited to human beings
or human societies, that only that vocabulary permits us to "under­
stand" them, is the seventeenth-century myth of Nature's Own Vo­
cabulary all over again. If, with Dewey, one sees vocabularies as instru­
ments for coping with things rather than representations of their
intrinsic natures, then one will not think that there is an intrinsic
connection, nor an intrinsic lack of connection, between "explana­
tion" and "understanding" - between being able to predict and
control people of a certain sort and being able to sympathize and
associate with them, to view them as fellow-citizens. One will not
think that there are two "methods" -one for explaining somebody's
behavior and another for understanding his nature.

III. Epistemic and Moral Privilege

The current movement to make the social sciences "hermeneutical"
rather than Galilean makes a reasonable, Deweyan point if it is taken
as saying: narratives as well as laws, redescriptions as well as predic­
tions, serve a useful purpose in helping us deal with the problems of
society. In this sense, the movement is a useful protest against the
fetishism of old-fashioned, "behaviorist" social scientists who worry
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about whether they are being "scientific." But this protest goes
too far when it waxes philosophical and begins to draw a princi­
pled distinction between man and nature, announcing that the onto­
logical difference dictates a methodological difference. Thus, for
example, when it is said that "interpretation begins from the postu­
late that the web of meaning constitutes human existence,"3 this sug­
gests that fossils (for example) might get constituted without a web
of meanings. But once the relevant sense of "constitution" is distin­
guished from the physical sense (in which houses are "constituted
out of" bricks), the claim that "X constitutes Y" reduces to the claim
that you can't know anything about Y without knowing a lot about
X. To say that human beings wouldn't be human, would be merely
animal, unless they talked a lot is true enough. If you can't figure out
the relation between a person, the noises he makes, and other per­
sons, then you won't know much about him. But one could equally
well say that fossils wouldn't be fossils, would be merely rocks, if
we couldn't grasp their relations to lots of other fossils. Fossils are
constituted as fossils by a web of relationships to other fossils and
to the speech of the paleontologists who describe such relationships.
If you can't grasp some of these relationships, the fossil will remain,
to you, a mere rock. Anything is, for purposes of being inquired in­
to, "constituted" by a web of meanings.

To put this another way: if we think of the fossil record as a text,
then we can say that paleontology, in its early stages, followed "in­
terpretive" methods. That is, it cast around for some way of making
sense of what had happened by looking for a vocabulary in which
a puzzling object could be related to other, more familiar objects, so
as to become intelligible. Before the discipline became "normalized,"
nobody had any clear idea of what sort of thing might be relevant to
predicting where similar fossils might be found. To say that "Paleon­
tology is now a science" means something like "Nobody now has any
doubts about what sorts of questions you are supposed to ask, and
what sort of hypotheses you can advance, when confronted with a
puzzling fossiL" On my view, being "interpretive" or "hermeneuti­
cal" is not having a special method but simply casting about for a
vocabulary which might help. When Galileo came up with his mathe­
maticized vocabulary, he was successfully concluding an inquiry
which was, in the only sense I can give the term, hermeneuticaL The
same goes for Darwin. I do not see any interesting differences between
what they were doing and what biblical exegetes, literary critics, or
historians of culture do. So I think that it would do no harm to adopt
the term "hermeneutics" for the sort of by-guess-and-by-God hunt
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for new terminology which characterizes the initial stages of any new
line of inquiry.

But although this would do no harm, it also would do no particu­
lar good. It is no more useful to think of people or fossils on the
model of texts than to think of texts on the model of people or of
fossils. It only appears more useful if we think that there is something
special about texts-e.g., that they are "intentional" or "intelligible
only holistically." But I do not think-pace, e.g., Searle's notion of
"intrinsic intentionality" -that "possessing intentionality" means
more than "suitable to be described anthropomorphically, as if it
were a language-user."4 The relation, on my view, between actions
and movements, noises and assertions, is that each is the other de­
scribed in an alternative jargon. Nor do I see that explanation of fos­
sils is less holistic than explanation of texts-in both cases one needs
to bring the object into relation with many other different sorts of
objects in order to tell a coherent narrative which will incorporate
the initial object.

Given this attitude, it behooves me to offer an explanation of why
some people do think that texts are very different from fossils. I have
suggested elsewhere, in arguing against Charles Taylor,S that such
people make the mistaken assumption that somebody's own vocabu­
lary is always the best vocabulary for understanding what he is doing,
that his own explanation of what's going on is the one we want. This
mistake seems to me a special case of the confused notion that science
tries to learn the vocabulary which the universe uses to explain itself
to itself. In both cases, we are thinking of our explanandum as if it
were our epistemic equal or superior. But this is not always correct in
the case of our fellow-humans, and it is merely a relic of pre-Galilean
anthropomorphism in the case of nature. There are, after all, cases in
which the other person's, or culture's, explanation of what it's up to
is so primitive, or so nutty, that we brush it aside. The only general
hermeneutical rule is that it's always wise to ask what the subject
thinks it's up to before formulating our own hypotheses. But this is
an effort at saving time, not a search for the "true meaning" of the
behavior. If the explanandum can come up with a good vocabulary
for explaining its own behavior, this saves us the trouble of casting
about for one ourselves. From this point of view, the only difference
between an inscription and a fossil is that we can imagine coming
across another inscription which is a gloss on the first. By contrast,
we shall describe the relation between the first fossil and the one
next door, even though perhaps equally illuminating, in a noninten­
tional vocabulary.
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In addition to the mistake of thinking that a subject's own vocabu­
lary is always relevant to explaining him, philosophers who make a
sharp distinction between man and nature are, like the positivists, be­
witched by the notion that the irreducibility of one vocabulary to
another implies something ontological. Yet the discovery that we can
or cannot reduce a language containing terms like "is about," "is true
of," "refers to," etc., or one which contains "believes" or "intends,"
to a language which is extensional and "empiricist" would show us
nothing at all about how to predict, or deal with, language-users or
intenders. Defenders of Dilthey make a simple inversion of the mis­
take made, e.g., by Quine, who thinks there can be no "fact of the
matter" about intentional states of affairs because different such
states can be attributed without making a difference to the elementary
particles. Quine thinks that, if a sentence can't be paraphrased in the
sort of vocabulary which Locke and Boyle would have liked, it doesn't
stand for anything real. Diltheyans who exaggerate the differences
between the Geistes- and the Naturwissenschaften think that the fact
that it can't be paraphrased is a hint about a distinctive metaphysical
or epistemic status, or the need for a distinctive methodological strat­
egy. But surely all that such irreducibility shows is that one particu­
lar vocabulary (Locke's and Boyle's) is not going to be helpful for
doing certain things with certain explananda (e.g., people and cul­
tures). This shows as little, to use Hilary Putnam's analogy, as the fact
that if you want to know why a square peg doesn't fit into a round
hole you had better not describe the peg in terms of the positions of
its constituent elementary particles.

The reason definitional irreducibility acquires this illusionary im­
portance, it seems to me, is that it is important to make a moral
distinction between the brutes and ourselves. So, looking about for
relevantly distinct behavior, we have traditionally picked our ability
to know. In previous centuries, we made the mistake of hypostatiz­
ing cognitive behavior as the possession of "mind" or "consciousness"
or "ideas" and then insisting on the irreducibility of mental represen­
tations to their physiological correlates. When this became vieux jeu,
we switched from mental representations to linguistic representations.
We switched from Mind to Language as the name of a quasi-substance
or quasi-power which made us morally different. So recent defenders
of human dignity have been busy proving the irreducibility of the
semantic instead of the irreducibility of the psychical. But all the
Ryle-Wittgenstein sorts of arguments against the ghost in the machine
work equally well against the ghost between the lines-the notion that
having been penned by a human hand imparts a special something,



202 Method, Social Science, Social Hope

textuality, to inscriptions, something which fossils can never have.
As long as we think of knowledge as representing reality rather

than coping with it, mind or language will continue to seem numinous.
"Materialism" or "behaviorism," and the Galilean style, may con­
tinue to seem morally dubious. We shall be struck with this notion of
"representing" or "corresponding to" reality as long as we think that
there is some analogy between calling things by their "right" -i.e.,
their conventional-names and finding the "right" -i.e., Nature's Own
-way of describing them. But if we could abandon this metaphor,
and the vocabulary of representation which goes with it-as Kuhn
and Dewey suggest we might-then we would not find language or
mind mysterious, nor "materialism" or "behaviorism" particularly
dangerous. If the line I am taking is correct, we need to think of our
distinctive moral status as just that, rather than as "grounded" on
our possession of mind, language, culture, feeling, intentionality,
textuality, or anything else. All these numinous notions are just ex­
pressions of our awareness that we are members of a moral communi­
ty, phrased in one or another pseudo-explanatory jargon. This aware­
ness is something which cannot be further "grounded" - it is simply
taking a certain point of view on our fellow-humans. The question of
whether it is an "objective" point of view is not to any point.

This can be made a bit more concrete as follows. I said that, pace
Taylor, it was a mistake to think of somebody's own account of his
behavior or culture as epistemically privileged. He might have a good
account of what he's doing or he might not. But it is not a mistake to
think of it as morally privileged. We have a duty to listen to his ac­
count, not because he has privileged access to his own motives but
because he is a human being like ourselves. Taylor's claim that we
need to look for internal explanations of people or cultures or texts
takes civility as a methodological strategy. But civility is not a meth­
od, it is simply a virtue. The reason why we invite the moronic psy­
chopath to address the court before being sentenced is not that we
hope for better explanations than expert psychiatric testimony has
offered. We do so because he is, after all, one of us. By asking for his
own account in his own words, we hope to decrease our chances of
acting badly. What we hope for from social scientists is that they will
act as interpreters for those with whom we are not sure how to talk.
This is the same thing we hope for from our poets and dramatists and
novelists.

Just as I argued in the previous section of this paper that it is a mis­
take to think that there is a principled distinction between explanation
and understanding, or between two methods, one appropriate for
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nature and the other for man, I have been arguing in this section that
the notion that we know a priori that nature and man are distinct
sorts of objects is a mistake. It is a confusion between ontology and
morals. There are lots of useful vocabularies which ignore the non­
human/human or thing/person distinctions. There is at least one vo­
cabulary - the moral- and possibly many more, for which these
distinctions are basic. Human beings are no more "really" described
in the latter sort of vocabulary than in the former. Objects are not
"more objectively" described in any vocabulary than in any other.
Vocabularies are useful or useless, good or bad, helpful or mislead­
ing, sensitive or coarse, and so on; but they are not "more objective"
or "less objective" nor more or less "scientific."

IV. Ungrounded Hope: Dewey vs. Foucault

The burden of my argument so far has been that if we get rid of tra­
ditional notions of "objectivity" and "scientific method" we shall be
able to see the social sciences as continuous with literature-as inter­
preting other people to us, and thus enlarging and deepening our sense
of community. We shall see the anthropologists and historians as hav­
ing made it possible for us-educated, leisured policy-makers of the
West-to see any exotic specimen of humanity as also "one of us."
We shall see the sociologists as having done the same for the poor (and
various other sorts of nearby outsiders), and the psychologists as hav­
ing done the same for the eccentric and the insane. This is not all that
the social sciences have done, but it is perhaps the most important
thing. If we emphasize this side of their achievement, then we shall
not object to their sharing a narrative and anecdotal style with the
novelist and the journalist. We shall not worry about how this style
is related to the "Galilean" style which "quantified behavioral science"
has tried to emulate. We shall not think either style particulary ap­
propriate or inappropriate to the study of man. For we shall not think
that "the study of man" or "the human sciences" have a nature, any
more than we think that man does. When the notion of knowledge as
representation goes, then the notion of inquiry as split into discrete
sectors with discrete subject matters goes. The lines between novels,
newspaper articles, and sociological research get blurred. The lines
between subject matters are drawn by reference to current practical
concerns, rather than putative ontological status.

Once this pragmatist line is adopted, however, there are still two
ways to go. One can emphasize, as Dewey did, the moral importance
of the social sciences-their role in widening and deepening our sense
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of community and of the possibilities open to this community. Or
one can emphasize, as Michel Foucault does, the way in which the
social sciences have served as instruments of "the disciplinary soci­
ety," the connection between knowledge and power rather than that
between knowledge and human solidarity. Much present-day concern
about the status and the role of the social sciences comes out of the
realization that in addition to broadening the sympathies of the edu­
cated classes, the social sciences have also helped them manipulate
all the other classes (not to mention, so to speak, helping them ma­
nipulate themselves). Foucault's is the best account of this dark side
of the social sciences. Admirers of Habermas and of Foucault join in
thinking of the "interpretive turn" in the social sciences as a turn
against their use as "instruments of domination," as tools for what
Dewey called "social engineering." This has resulted in a confusing
quasi-politicization of what was already a factitious "methodological"
issue. In this final section, I want to argue that one should not attrib­
ute undue importance to the "Galilean-vs.-hermeneutic" or "explana­
tion-vs.-understanding" contrasts by seeing them as parallel with the
contrast between "domination" and "emancipation." We should see
Dewey and Foucault as differing not over a theoretical issue, but
over what we may hope.

Dewey and Foucault make exactly the same criticism of the tradi­
tion. They agree, right down the line, about the need to abandon
traditional notions of rationality, objectivity, method, and truth. They
are both, so to speak, "beyond method." They agree that rationality
is what history and society make it-that there is no overarching
ahistorical structure (the Nature of Man, the laws of human behavior,
the Moral Law, the Nature of Society) to be discovered. They share
the Whewellian and Kuhnian notion of Galilean Science-as exempli­
fying the power of new vocabularies rather than offering the secret
of scientific success. But Dewey emphasizes that this move "beyond
method" gives mankind an opportunity to grow up, to be free to
make itself, rather than seeking direction from some imagined outside
source (one of the ahistorical structures mentioned above). His ex­
perimentalism asks us to see knowledge-claims as proposals about
what actions to try out next:

The elaborate systems of science are born not of reason but of impulses at
first slight and flickering; impulses to handle, to move about, to hunt, to
uncover, to mix things separated and divide things combined, to talk and
to listen. Method is their effectual organization into continuous disposi­
tions of inquiry, development, and testing. . . . Reason, the rational
attitude, is the resulting disposition. . . .6
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Foucault also moves beyond the traditional ideals of method and ra­
tionality as antecedent constraints upon inquiry, but he views this
move as the Nietzschean realization that all knowledge-claims are
moves in a power-game. "We are subject to the production of truth
through power, and we cannot exercise power except through the
production of truth."7

Here we have two philosophers saying the same thing but putting a
different spin on it. The same phenomenon is found in their respective
predecessors. James and Nietzsche (as Arthur Danto has pointed
out8

) developed the same criticisms of traditional notions of truth,
and the same "pragmatic" (or "perspectivalist") alternative. James
jovially says that "ideas become true just insofar as they help us to
get into satisfactory relation with other parts of our experience,"9
and Dewey follows this up when he says that "rationality is the at­
tainment of a working harmony among diverse desires." 10 Nietzsche
says that "the criterion of truth resides in the enhancement of the
feeling of power" 11 and that

[the] mistake of philosophy is that, instead of seeing logic and the cat­
egories of reasons as means for fixing up the world for utilitarian ends
... one thinks that they give one a criterion of truth about reality. 12

Foucault follows this up by saying that "we should not imagine that
the world presents us with a legible face ... [we] must conceive
discourse as a violence that we do to things."13 The arguments which
James and Dewey on the one hand, and Nietzsche and Foucault on
the other, present for these identical views are as similar as the tone
of each is different. Neither pair has any arguments except the usual
"idealist" ones, familiar since Kant, against the notion of knowl­
edge as correspondence to nonrepresentations (rather than coherence
among representations). These are the arguments in whose direction I
gestured in the first section of this paper, when I said that all attempts
to cash Galileo's metaphor of Nature's Own Language had failed.
Since the cash-value of a philosophical conclusion is the pattern of
argument arou:qd it, I do not think that we are going to find any
theoretical differences which divide these two pairs of philosophers
from each other.

Is the difference then merely one of tone-an ingenuous Anglo­
Saxon pose as opposed to a self-dramatizing Continental one? The
difference could be better put in terms of something like "moral out­
look." One is reminded of the famous passage in Wittgenstein:

If good or bad willing changes the world, it can only change the limits of
the world, not the facts; not the things that can be expressed in language.
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In brief, the world must thereby become quite another. It must so to
speak wax or wane as a whole. The world of the happy is quite another
than that of the unhappy.14

But again, "good and bad willing," "happy and unhappy" are not
right for the opposition we are trying to describe. "Hopeful" and
"hopeless" are a bit better. Ian Hacking winds up a discussion of
Foucault by saying:

"What is man?" asked Kant. "Nothing," says Foucault. "For what then
may we hope?" asks Kant. Does Foucault give the same nothing in reply?
To think so is to misunderstand Foucault's reply to the question about
Man. Foucault said that the concept Man is a fraud, not that you and I are
as nothing. Likewise the concept Hope is all wrong. The hopes attributed
to Marx and Rousseau are perhaps part of that very concept Man, and they
are a sorry basis for optimism. Optimism, pessimism, nihilism and the like
are all concepts that make sense only within the idea of a transcendental
or enduring subject. Foucault is not in the least incoherent about all this.
If we're not satisfied, it should not be because he is pessimistic. It is because
he has given no surrogate for whatever it is that springs eternal in the hu­
man breast. 15

What Foucault doesn't give us is what Dewey wanted to give us-a
kind of hope which doesn't need reinforcement from "the idea of a
transcendental or enduring subject." Dewey offered ways of using
words like "truth," "rationality," "progress," "freedom," "democ­
racy," "culture," "art," and the like which presupposed neither the
ability to use the familiar vocabulary of what Foucault calls "the
classic age," nor that of the nineteenth-century French intellectuals
(the vocabulary of "man and his doubles").

Foucault sees no middle ground, in thinking about the social sci­
ences, between the "classic" Galilean conception of "behavioral sci­
ences" and the French notion of "sciences de l'homme." It was just
such a middle ground that Dewey proposed, and which inspired the
social sciences in America before the failure of nerve which turned
them "behavioral." More generally, the recent reaction in favor of
hermeneutical social sciences which I discussed earlier has taken for
granted that if we don't want something like Parsons, we have to take
something like Foucault; i.e., that overcoming the deficiencies of
Web~ri~n Zweckrationalitat requires going all the way, repudiating
the wIll to truth." What Dewey suggested was that we keep the will
to truth and the optimism that goes with it, but free them from the
behaviorist notion that Behaviorese is Nature's Own Language and
from the notion of man as "transcendental or enduring subject." For,
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in Dewey's hands, the will to truth is not the urge to dominate but
the urge to create, to "attain working harmony among diverse desires."

This may sound too pat, too good to be true. I suggest that the
reason we find it so is that we are convinced that liberalism requires
the notion of a common human nature, or a common set of moral
principles which binds us all, or some other descendent of the
Christian notion of the Brotherhood of Man. So we have come to see
liberal social hope-such as Dewey's-as inherently self-deceptive
and philosophically naive. We think that, once we have freed ourselves
from the various illusions which Nietzsche diagnosed, we must find
ours~lves all alone, without the sense of community which liberalism
reqUIres. Perhaps, as Hacking says, Nietzsche and Foucault are not
saying that you and I are as nothing, but they do seem to hint that
you and I togeth~r, as we, aren't much-that human solidarity goes
when G~d and hIS doubles go. Man as Hegel thought of him, as the
IncarnatIon of the Idea, doubtless does have to go. The proletariat as
the Redeemed Form of Man has to go, too. But there seems no partic­
ular reason why, after dumping Marx, we have to keep on repeating
all the nasty thin.gs abou~ bourgeoi~ liberalism which he taught us to
say. There IS no mferentlal connectIOn between the disappearance of
the. transc~ndental subject-of "man" as something having a nature
whIch SOCIety can repress or understand-and the disappearance of
hum~n sol~dar~ty. Bourgeois liberalism seems to me the best example
of thIS sohdanty we have yet achieved, and Deweyan pragmatism the
best articulation of it. 16

~he burden of my argument here is that we should see Dewey as
ha~mg already gone the route Foucault is traveling, and as having
arr~ved at the point Foucault is still trying to reach -the point at
WhlC~ we can make phil~sophical and historical ("genealogical") re­
~ectlon. useful to those, m Foucault's phrase, "whose fight is located
~n the fme meshes of the webs of power. "17 Dewey spent his life try­
mg to lend a hand in these little fights, and in the course of doing so
he .worked ?ut the vocabulary and rhetoric of American "pluralism."
ThIS rhetonc made the first generation of American social scientists
think of themselves as apostles of a new form of social life. Foucault
does not, as, far ~s I ~an see, do more than update Dewey by warning
that the SOCIal SClentlsts have often been, and are always likely to be,
co-opted by the bad guys. Reading Foucault reinforces the disillusion
which American intellectuals have suffered during the last few dec­
ades of watching the "behavioralized" social sciences team up with
the state.

The reason why it may appear that Foucault has something new
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and distinctive to add to Dewey is that he is riding the crest of a pow­
erful but vaguely-defined movement which I have elsewhere17 de­
scribed as "textualism"-the movement which suggests, as Foucault
puts it at the end of The Order ofThings, that "Man is in the process
of perishing as the being of language continues to shine ever brighter
upon our horizon. "18 Another reason is that Foucault is attempting
to transform political discourse by seeing "power" as not intrinsical­
ly repressive-because, roughly, there is no naturally good self to re­
press. But Dewey, it seems to me, had already grasped both points.
Foucault's vision of discourse as a network of power-relations isn't
very different from Dewey's vision of it as instrumental, as one ele­
ment in the arsenal of tools people use for gratifying, synthesizing,
and harmonizing their desires. Dewey had learned from Hegel what
Foucault learns from Nietzsche-that there is nothing much to "man"
except one more animal, until culture, the meshes of power, begin to
shape him into something else. For Dewey too there is nothing
Rousseauian to be "repressed"; "repression" and "liberation" are
just names for the sides of the structures of power we like and the
sides we don't like. Once "power" is freed from its connotation of
"repression," then Foucault's "structures of power" will not seem
much different from Dewey's "structures of culture." "Power" and
"culture" are equipollent indications of the social forces which make
us more than animals-and which, when the bad guys take over, can
turn us into something worse and more miserable than animals.

These remarks are not meant to downgrade Foucault-who seems
to me one of the most interesting philosophers alive- but just to in­
sist that we go slow about assuming that the discovery of things like
"discourse," "textuality," "speech-acts," and the like have radically
changed the philosophical scene. The current vogue of "hermeneutics"
is going to end soon, and badly, if we advertise these new notions as
more than they are-namely, one more jargon which tries to get out
from under some of the mistakes of the past. Dewey had his own
jargon-popular at the time, but now a bit musty-for the same pur­
pose. But the difference in jargon should not obscure the common
aim. This is the attempt to free mankind from Nietzsche's "longest
lie," the notion that outside the haphazard and perilous experiments
we perform there lies something (God, Science, Knowledge, Ration­
ality, or Truth) which will, if only we perform the correct rituals,
step in to save us. Although Foucault and Dewey are trying to do the
same thing, Dewey seems to me to have done it better, simply because
his vocabulary allows room for unjustifiable hope, and an unground­
able but vital sense of human solidarity.
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Philosophy in America Today

1. Analytic Philosophy and the Tradition

Revolutionary movements within an intellectual discipline require a
revisionist history of that discipline. Reichenbach performed this
service for analytic philosophy in his Rise of Scientific Philosophy.
That book, published in 1951, presents the view of history which ex­
plains Quine's quip that people go into philosophy for one of two
reasons: some are interested in the history of philosophy, and some
in philosophy. Quine's wisecrack assumes, and Reichenbach's book
argues, that the proper concern of philosophy is to solve a set of
identifiable problems, problems arising out of the activity and results
of the natural sciences. Reichenbach describes his book as follows:

It maintains that philosophic speculation is a passing stage, occurring when
philosophic problems are raised at a time which does not possess the logi­
cal means to solve them. It claims that there is, and always has been, a sci­
entific approach to philosophy. And it wishes to show that from this
ground has sprung a scientific philosophy which, in the science of our time,
has found the tools to solve those problems that in earlier times have been
the subject of guesswork only. To put it briefly: this book is written with
the intention of showing that philosophy has proceeded from speculation
to science. 1

Reichenbach's history could no longer be written in the terms in
which he wrote it, since he took for granted all the positivist doctrines
which, in the intervening thirty years, have been dismantled by
Wittgenstein, Quine, Sellars, and Kuhn. But most post-positivistic
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analytic philosophers would still agree that philosophy has, in rela­
tively recent times, "proceeded from speculation to science." They
would accept the view that one can define philosophy in terms of a
set of identifiable, enduring problems, which were dealt with in
awkward and unsophisticated ways in earlier periods, and are now
being dealt with in a precision and rigor hitherto unknown. There may
be disagreement about which of these problems are to be solved and
which dissolved or simply set aside. There may also be disagreement
about whether, as Reichenbach thought, the tools are provided by
science or whether, instead, they must be forged by the philosophers
themselves. But these disagreements are minor compared to the broad
agreement on the sort of historical story which is to be told.

Reichenbach's construction of a sweeping historical drama required
him to be selective in his choice of incident. If one wants to interpret
philosophy as an attempt to understand the nature of natural science,
as flourishing when natural science has flourished, and as capable of
being brought to a satisfactory conclusion now that the sciences have
become "mature," one must take "the problems of philosophy" to
be those which were formulated clearly, for the first time, in the sev­
enteenth and eighteenth centuries-the period in which the phenom­
enon of the New Science was the chief object of philosophers' atten­
tion. These were primarily problems about the nature and possibility
of scientific knowledge, epistemological problems. Having identified
philosophy with these problems, one can explain the Greek and
mediaeval failure to formulate them clearly by reference to the prim­
itive state of science before 1600, while brushing aside as unphilo­
sophical and ideological the Greek concern with politics and poetry
and the Christian concern with God. This will enable one to see Kant
as, in Reichenbach's phrase, "the climax of speculative philosophy,"
and to skip lightly over the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(a habit which still prevails among analytic philosophers-who see
the interval between Kant and Frege as an unfortunate period of con­
fusion).

Reichenbach thought it a serious misunderstanding of Kant to think
of Hegel as his successor; rather, he said, "Hegel's system is the poor
construction of a fanatic who has seen one empirical truth and at­
tempts to make it a logical law within the most unscientific of all log­
ics" (p. 72). On Reichenbach's view, Marx abandoned empiricism
and embraced Hegelianism for unfortunate "psychological reasons"
(p. 71). The nineteenth century is to be seen not as the beginning of
a search for meaning in history but as the period in which natural sci­
entists, rather than philosophy professors, proceeded to solve the
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questions which Descartes, Hume, and Kant had posed. Reichenbach
condemns the sort of textbook which, in the chapter on the nine­
teenth century, mentions Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer,
Sp~ncer, ~nd Bergs?n, and records their systems as though they were
phIlosophIcal creatIOns homogeneous with the systems of earlier per­
iods. Instead, Reichenbach says, we should see that

the philosophy of the systems ends with Kant, and it is a misunderstand­
ing of the history of philosophy to discuss the later systems on a level with
those of Kant or Plato. Those older systems were expressive of the science
of their time and gave pseudo-answers when no better answers were avail­
able. The philosophical systems of the nineteenth century were constructed
at a time when a better philosophy was in the making; they are the work
of men who did not see the philosophic discoveries immanent in the sci­
ence of their time and who developed, under the name of philosophy, sys­
tems of naive generalizations and analogies. . . . Considered historically,
these systems would be better compared to the dead end of a river that
after flowing through fertile lands finally dries out in the desert. (pp. 121­
122)

!his account of the ?istory of philosophy makes a lot of sense even
If one has been convmced by Kuhn that science is not as methodical
as we once thought, and by Quine that the "philosophic discoveries"
Reich~nbach admired were m?stly do~as..One can drop the dogmas
and stIll. preserve m?st of ReIchenbach s hIstOry. One can still cleave
to the VIew that phIlosophy began as natural science's account of it­
self, that attempts to claim knowledge outside of the natural sciences
ar~ to be measured against the procedures used within them, and that
phIlosophy has recently become scientific and rigorous. I think that
these VIews are. held by the v~st majority of analytic philosophers,
and I"d.o not WIsh to ar~e agamst a con~e?,~ual definition of "philos­
ophy m these terms. It IS as good a defmuIOn as we are likely to get
if we want "philosophy" to be the name of a discipline, a set of re­
search programs, an autonomous sector of culture. Reichenbach was
right in saying that certain seventeenth- and eighteenth-century prob­
lems-Kant's problems, roughly speaking-which arose out of the
attempt to give a scientific account of science itself, have often been
~ho~gh~ o! as the philosophical problems. He was also right, I think,
m dismIssmg lots of philosophical programs as attempts to claim the
status of "science" without imitating its procedures or respecting its
results.

I myself would join Reichenbach in dismissing classical Husserlian
phenomenology, Bergson, Whitehead, the Dewey of Experience and



214 Philosophy in America Today

Nature, the James of Radical Empiricism, neo-Thomist epistemolog­
ical realism, and a variety of other late nineteenth- and early twen­
tieth-century systems. Bergson and Whitehead, and the bad ("meta­
physical") parts of Dewey and James, seem to me merely weakened
versions of idealism-attempts to answer "unscientifically" formu­
lated epistemological questions about the "relation of subject and
object" by "naive generalizations and analogies" which emphasize
"feeling" rather than "cognition." Phe;nomenology and neo-Thomism
also seem diagnosable and dismissable along Reichenbachian lines.
Both movements tried in vain to isolate a Fach for themselves, distinct
from science and its self-clarification, by giving sense to the notion of
distinctively "philosophical," super-scientific knowledge.2

.So I think that positivism in general, and Reichenbach in particu­
lar, served American philosophy well by making a clear distinction
between philosophy as an explanation of, or an expansion of, scien­
tific knowledge, and philosophy as something else. But I want to
raise two questions about the relation between analytic philosophy
and the tradition:

(1) Can a Reichenbachian account of the past give us a story about the
present and the future which describes a significant cultural function
for philosophy to perform, a continuing task?

(2) What about "philosophy as something else" -for example, the work
of philosophers who do not claim to be giving anything like "solu­
tions to philosophic problems" or "super-scientific knowledge" -the
"Continental" competition, writers like Heidegger, Foucault, and
their nineteenth-century precursors? What do we lose by reading them
out of philosophy?

In what follows, I shall try to answer both questions.

2. Analytic Philosophy a Generation after Its Triumph

About the time of Reichenbach's book, in the early fifties, analytic
philosophy began to take over American philosophy departments. The
great emigres-Carnap, Hempel, Feigl, Reichenbach, Bergmann,
Tarski - began to be treated with the respect they deserved. Their
disciples began to be appointed to, and to dominate, the most prestig­
ious departments. Departments which did not go along with this trend
began to lose their prestige. By 1960, a new set of philosophical para­
digms was in place. A new sort of graduate education in philosophy
was entrenched - one in which Dewey and Whitehead, heroes of the
previous generation, were no longer read, in which the history of

I
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philosophy was decisively downgraded, and in which the study of
logic assumed an importance previously given to the study of lan­
gua~es. Thanks to the postwar baby boom, the sixties and early sev­
entIes also happened to be the period in which the majority of living
American Ph.D.'s in philosophy were educated. As a result, most of
to~ay"s teachers of philosophy in American colleges and universities
ass~mIlated ~ome version of Reichenbach's picture of the history of
phIlosophy m graduate school. They were brought up to believe
the~selves the lucky participants in the beginnings of a new philo­
SOphICal age - an Age of Analysis, in which things would finally be
don~ properly. They were often led to despise the sort of person who
~as mterested in the history of philosophy, or more generally in the
hIstory of thought, rather than in solving philosophical problems.
With Reichenbach, they assumed that

the philosopher of the old school is usually a man trained in literature and
history, who has never learned the precision methods of the mathematical
sciences or experienced the happiness of demonstrating a law of nature by
a verification of all its consequences. (p. 308)

According to the hopes of the logical positivists, the advent of this
new generation should have given rise to an unprecedented era of co­
operation, teamwork, agreement on results attained. Solid building
blocks should have been added to the edifice of knowledge. This did
not happen. Indeed, it now, in 1981, seems far more improbable a
for.ecast of the future of philosophy than it did in 1951, when
ReIC?enbach wrote. In 19?1, a graduate student who (like myself)
wa.s m the process o~ lear~mg about, or being converted to, analytic
phIlosophy, could stIll belIeve that there were a finite number of dis­
tinct, specifiable philosophical problems to be resolved -problems
which any serious analytic philosopher would agree to be the out­
standing problems. For example, there was the problem of the
counterfactual conditional, the problem of whether an "emotive"
analysis of ethical terms was satisfactory, Quine's problem about the
nature o.f analyticity, and a few more. These were problems which
fitted nIcely mto the vocabulary of the positivists. They could
easily be seen as the final, proper formulation of problems which had
been seen, as in a glass darkly, by Leibniz, Hume, and Kant. Further,
there w~s agreement on what a solution to a philosophical problem
looked lIke-e.g., Ru.ssell on definite descriptions, Frege on meaning
and reference, TarskI on truth. In those days, when my generation
was young, all the conditions for a Kuhnian "normal," problem­
solving discipline were fulfilled.

To recite this list of problems and paradigms is to evoke memories
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of a simple, brighter, vanished world. In the interlocking "central"
areas of analytic philosophy-epistemology, philosophy of language,
and metaphysics-there are now as many paradigms as there are major
philosophy departments. What counts as a serious problem for a UCLA
Ph.D. need not count as one for a Chicago or a Cornell Ph.D., and
conversely. Any problem that enjoys a simultaneous vogue in ten of
the hundred or so "analytic" philosophy departments in America is
doing exceptionally well. The field these days is a jungle of compet­
ing research programs, programs which seem to have a shorter and
shorter half-life as the years go by. The fifteen years after Reichenbach
wrote witnessed the rise and fall of "Oxford philosophy." In the fif­
teen years since "West Coast Semantics" swept eastward and effected
a translatio imperii from Oxford to the UCLA-Princeton-Harvard axis,
we have had several brief shining moments in which the future of
philosophy, or at least of philosophy of language, seemed clearly
marked out. But each of these illuminations has suffered eclipse.
There is no more consensus about the problems and methods of phi­
losophy in America today than there was in Germany in 1920. At that
time most philosophers were, perhaps, more or less "neo-Kantian,"
but the dominant mode of academic life was that each Ordinarius
had his system, and produced students who thought of problems
within that system as "the leading problems of philosophy." That is
pretty much the mode of life in American philosophy departments
today. Most philosophers are more or less "analytic," but there is no
agreed-upon interuniversity paradigm of philosophical work, nor any
agreed-upon list of "central problems." The best hope for an American
philosopher is Andy Warhol's promise that we shall all be superstars,
for approximately fifteen minutes apiece.

The situation in moral and social philosophy, admittedly, is not
the same as in the so-called"central" areas of philosophy. Here we
have Rawls's Theory ofJustice as a genuine interuniversity paradigm,
a book whose importance and permanence are deservedly recognized
on all sides. But analytic philosophy cannot draw any comfort from
this fact when it looks for a self-description which preserves and up­
dates Reichenbach's. A Theory ofJustice simply bypasses the meta­
ethical issues which, in Reichenbach's eyes, were the sole connection
between philosophy and normative judgments. (Cf. Reichenbach,
chap. 17.) It is a book which descends straight from Kant, Mill, and
Sidgwick. The same book could have been written if logical positiv­
ism had never existed. It is not a triumph of "analytic" philosophiz­
ing. It is simply the best update of liberal social thought which we
have. It happens to have been written by a professor of philosophy,
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but if Rawls had studied jurisprudence or political science rather than
philosophy it is not clear that he would have been led to write any­
thing very different, nor even to argue in a different style.

Just as one would be hard put to it to say what the nature of "phi­
losophy" is such that Marx, Kierkegaard, and Frege are all great nine­
teenth-century philosophers, so it is hard to define "philosophy" so
as to make clear why, e.g., Kuhn, Kripke, and Rawls are three impor­
tant contemporary philosophers (as opposed to some bland generic
term like "thinkers" or "intellectuals"), not to speak of why they are
all "analytic" philosophers. This is not, to be sure, a serious problem.
One should not, I think, try to construct definitions of "philosophy"
which will mark it off, ahistorically, from other academic disciplines.
But it is important to see that Reichenbach thought we should, and
that analytic philosophy grew up with a self-image which depended
upon its being possible to do so. Reichenbach told us that what made
philosophy philosophy was a list of problems which could now be
clearly seen -problems about the nature and possibility of scientific
knowledge, and of its relations to the rest of culture. Analytic philos­
ophers have continued to believe that some problems are distinctly
philosophical problems. But they are no longer able either to accept
Reichenbach's list or to construct principles for drawing up a new list.
Instead, they have simply let the list be constructed anew every few
years. One of the reasons people come to the divisional meetings of
the APA is to find out what the fashionable new problems are-what
the "good people in the field" are talking about nowadays. For it has
now become enough to constitute a problem as "philosophical" that
a well-known professor of philosophy has written an interesting paper
posing it. The institutional tail is wagging the scientific dog. We no
longer have a story to tell about the relation between our problems
and those of the past, one which shows how much more clearly we
understand them than, say, Leibniz or Hume did. Instead, we have a
thriving enterprise which looks back only a few decades, and finds its
principal justification in the sheer intelligence of the people who are
part of it.

In saying that "analytic philosophy" now has only a stylistic and
sociological unity, I am not suggesting that analytic philosophy is a
bad thing, or is in bad shape. The analytic style is, I think, a good
style. The esprit de corps among analytic philosophers is healthy and
useful. All I am saying is that analytic philosophy has become, whether
it likes it or not, the same sort of discipline as we find in the other
"humanities" departments-departments where pretensions to "rigor"
and to "scientific" status are less evident. The normal form of life in
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the humanities is the same as that in the arts and in belles-lettres: a
genius does something new and interesting and persuasive, and his or
her admirers begin to form a school or movement. Thus, for example,
the Annales sort of historiography is currently fashionable in many
American history departments, deconstructive criticism in many de­
partments of comparative literature, and "possible world semantics"
in many philosophy departments. To say that these movements are
fashionable is to say that Fernand Braudel, or Jacques Derrida, or
RiChard Montague, has done some remarkable work and has many
readers and imitators. It would be a mistake to try to do more than
this-to try to explain, in the manner of Reichenbach, that Montague
has at last succeeded in clearly stating, or in solving, some long-stand­
ing "problem of scientific philosophy," or some of "the outstanding
problems of analytic philosophy." Any genealogy we construct to
back up such a claim is going to be wildly implausible and gerryman­
dered, as would one which tried to show that Derrida is the true heir
of Dr. Johnson, or Braudel of Ranke.

Rather, we should relax and say, with our colleagues in history and
literature, that we in the humanities differ from natural scientists
precisely in not knowing in advance what our problems are, and in
not needing to provide criteria of identity which will tell us whether
our problems are the same as those of our predecessors. To adopt this
relaxed attitude is to let the institutional tail wag the pseudo-scientific
dog. It is to admit that our geniuses invent problems and programs
de novo, rather than being presented with them by the subject-matter
itself, or by the "current state of research." The same point can be
made by saying that it is a mark of humanistic culture not to try to
reduce the new to the old, nor to insist upon a canonical list of prob­
lems or methods, nor upon a canonical vocabulary in which problems
are to be stated. This Gadamerian point can be put in Kuhnian terms
by saying that the essential thing is not to be "scientific" but to have
a disciplinary matrix for ongoing work which maintains a reasonable
balance between "standards" and openness, or in Habermasian terms
by saying that what matters is that conversation be continuous and
undistorted.

3. Analytic Philosophy, "Philosophical Ability,"
and Conceptual Clarification

The relaxed attitude I am recommending suggests that we should not
worry about whether analytic philosophy has retained the "scientific"
status which Reichenbach claimed for logical positivism, nor should
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we worry about whether what we, or somebody else, is doing is "really
philosophy." We should let a hundred flowers bloom, admire them
while they last, and leave botanizing to the intellectual historians of
the next century. But this attitude does not chime with that of most
analytic philosophers. They are not willing to give up the Reichenbach­
ian attempt to get philosophy out of the "humanities" and into the
"sciences." They would insist that we analytic philosophers have a
certain special distinction which marks us off from the "humanists."
This distinction is not our concern with an enumerable list of prob­
lems, as Reichenbach thought it was, but rather our possession of a
special intellectual virtue, a virtue shared with mathematicians and
physicists, but not with the average professor of literature or history.
On this \'jew, merit in philosophy is not so much a matter of having
actually solved some of the "problems of philosophy" (since it is
tacitly admitted that what counts as a "problem" is pretty much up
for grabs), but rather a matter of sheer intelligence, sheer problem­
solving ability. The suggestion is that there is a certain range of talent,
or cast of mind, or something of the sort, of which philosophers
typically have a lot. /

If one asks for more detail on what this intellectual virtue called
"philosophical ability" consists in, the answer would presumably go
something like this: the able philosopher should be able to spot flaws
in any argument he hears. Further, he should be able to do this on
topics outside of those usually discussed in philosophy courses as well
as on "specifically philosophical" issues. As a corollary, he should be
able to construct as good an argument as can be constructed for any
view, no matter how wrong-headed. The ideal of philosophical ability
is to see the entire universe of possible assertions in all their inferen­
tial relationships to one another, and thus to be able to construct, or
criticize, any argument.

I think it is true that analytic philosophers typically do have a lot
of this sort of ability. But, in any case, it is a gradually self-validating
self-description. One will not be encouraged to go to a prestigious
American graduate philosophy department if one does not have
this particular intellectual virtue. Even if one loves to study Plato,
Augustine, Spinoza, Kant, Hegel, etc., but lacks this skill at argumen­
tation, one will not be encouraged to pursue a career in philosophy.
One will wind up studying, instead, in a comparative literature de­
partment, or a politics department, or a history department. The re­
sult is gradually to strengthen the analytic philosophers' image of
themselves as, not specialists in a certain area of scientific inquiry, but
rather a corps d 'elite united by talent rather than a list of shared
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problems and prior results-the Inspecteurs des Finances of the acad­
emy, so to speak. It thus becomes less and less important for analytic
philosophy to have a coherent metaphilosophical account of itself,
or to have answers to the question "What counts as a 'specifically
philosophical' problem?" It becomes less important to find links be­
tween the issues discussed by Kuhn, Kripke, and Rawls. It also becomes
less important for analytic philosophy to have what Reichenbach gave
positivism-an account of its relation to the past. For it is common
skills rather than common problems or a common genealogy that
matters.

This means that the claim, "Philosophy has now become scientific
rather than speculative," has come to mean something very different
for contemporary analytic philosophy than it meant for Reichenbach.
"Scientific" now means something like "argumentative." The contrast
between the old and the new is no longer a contrast between an im­
mature prescientific and a mature scientific stage of discussion of a
common set of problems, but a contrast between styles-the "scien­
tific" style and the "literary" style. The former style asks that prem­
ises be explicitly spelled out rather than guessed at, that terms be
introduced by definitions rather than by allusion. The latter style may
involve argumentation, but that is not essential j what is essential is
telling a new story, suggesting a new language-game, in the hope of a
new form of intellectual life.

If what I have said in the previous section is right, then this shift
in identifying criterion from subject to style is natural and predict­
able. If a discipline has no well-defined subject matter, and no inter­
university paradigms of achievement, then it will have to have styl­
istic paradigms. This, I think, is what has happened to analytic phi­
losophy as it moved from its positivistic to its post-positivistic stage,
in the course of the last thirty years. But, once again, I do not take this
to be a denigrating remark. It is not a suggestion that philosophers are
doing something they shouldn't be doing. Believing, as I do, that phi­
losophy is not the sort of thing that has an historical essence or mis­
sion, I am not saying that the analytic movement has somehow wan­
dered off the true path. "Philosophy," in the narrow and professional
sense, is just whatever we philosophy professors do. Having a common
style, and a niche in the normal table of organization of academic
departments, is quite enough to make our discipline as identifiable
and respectable as any other. Indeed, where the style is the kind of
argumentative skill I have described, it is enough to make it socially
valuable. A nation can count itself lucky to have several thousand
relatively leisured and relatively unspecialized intellectuals who are
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exceptionally good at putting together arguments and pulling th~m

apart. Such a group is a precious cultural resource. As we keep saYlI~g

on our grant applications, the nation would do well to have analytIC
philosophers advise on public projects. We shall kibitz at least as well
as any other professional group, and perhaps rather better than !"ost.

However, there is something dubious about the curren~ self-Image
of analytic philosophy. I can perhaps bring it out by saymg that we
are in bad faith insofar as we tend to take credit for being wise as well
as clever. We are not entitled to this double dollop of self-esteem.
Philosophy professors were traditionally thought of as wise because
they were believed to have read and experienced much, ~raveled far
in the realms of thought, pondered the great problems whIch have al­
ways troubled the human spirit. This image was more or less plaus­
ible as long as the study of philosophy centered around the study of
the history of philosophy (as it did before 1950 in American philos­
ophy departments, and still does in, e.g., Fr~nce and germ~ny). The
positivist revolution, however, changed the Image of the philosopher
from scholar to scientist. It suggested that the best philosophy stu­
dent would not be the sort who might have gone into intellectual his­
tory, but rather the sort who migh~ ?ave gone into .~a~h~matics C?r
physics. In the course of the tranSItIOn to poSt-poSItiVIStlC analytlc
philosophy, the image of the scientist has been replaced by: another,
though it is not quite clear what. Perhaps the most appropnate I?od­
el for the analytic philosopher is now the lawyer, rather than either
the scholar or the scientist. The ability to construct a good brief, or
conduct a devastating cross-examination, or find relevant pr~cedents,
is pretty much the ability which analytic philosophers thmk of as
"distinctively philosophical." It is sufficient to be a good lawyer or
to be a good analytic philosopher that you be able to see at a g~ance

the inferential relationships between all the members of a beWIlder-
ingly large set of propositions. .

The reason why philosophers still are inclined to credIt themselves
with wisdom is that contemporary analytic philosophy inherits from
the logical positivism of thirty years ago the preten~ion to p?SS~SS a
secure matrix of heuristic concepts-categones whIch permit It to
classify, comprehend, and criticize the rest of culture. But it does
not. There has been no successor to the positivist scheme which even
attempts a similar comprehensiveness, much less a consensus on such
a scheme among post-positivistic analytic philosophers..But the rhet­
oric we often use in grant-getting, and the condescenSIOn we often
exhibit to professors of other subjects, still takes for granted that we
have a mastery of "conceptual questions." They carry the suggestion
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that in adqition to our well-known argumentative ability we have a
special, privileged knowledge about concepts which gives us a priv­
ileged position. But we have no such knowledge, no such higher stand­
point. We have dismantled Reichenbach's heuristic scaffolding, and
his list of "the problems of scientific philosophy" along with it. We
have not substituted anything for it, and we should not try to do so.
If there is one thing we have learned about concepts in recent decades
it is that to have a concept is to be able to use a word, that to have a
mastery of concepts is to be able to use a language, and that languages
are created rather than discovered. We should renounce the idea that
we have access to some superconcepts which are the concepts of no
particular historical epoch, no particular profession, no particular
portion of culture, but which somehow necessarily inhere in all sub­
ordinate concepts, and can be used to "analyze" the latter. We would
thus give up the old dream, shared by Plato and by Reichenbach, from
which Wittgenstein woke us-the dream of philosophy as scientia
scientiarum, as knowledge about the nature of scientific knowledge,
as a result of successful inquiry into the nature of all possible inquiry.

Let me try to make this last point more concrete in a brief excur­
sus on "applied philosophy," an area in which talk of "conceptual
issues" is unhappily common. If we give up the rhetoric of the sage,
we shall no longer say that whereas a physician faced with a medico­
moral dilemma may use the concept of "person" or "best interest,"
we, the philosophers, can analyze it for her, clarify it. The most we
can do is explain the way in which various people we have read (Mill,
Hume, Spinoza, Kant, Hegel) used the term, and the kind of things
they said employing it. This may add something, perhaps even some­
thing useful, to the way in which the doctor uses the term hence­
forth, and so to the decision she will make. But it does not tell her
what she really meant, what presuppositions she made, what was
really in question. It just does what any other increase in humanistic
culture does-it gives a sense of some new alternatives, new contexts,
new languages. We are not doing something different in kind from
what the professor of literature or history would or could do in the
same situation. We are just enlarging a linguistic and argumentative
repertoire, and thus an imagination. Beyond this traditional humanist
task, we can do only what lawyers do -provide an argument for what­
ever our client has decided to do, make the chosen cause appear the
better.

We fool ourselves on this point, I think, because we frequently en­
counter physicians, or psychologists, or historians, or literary critics,
or simply ordinary citizens, parroting words, or slogans, which

'f
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originated with, or were analyzed by, one or another of the great dead
philosophers. So we tend to assume that we philosophers know what
is going on, in a way in which these people who don't know the
genealogy of the terms, or phrases, cannot. This is a non sequitur. If
a physician is torn between respect for the dignity of her patient and
the need to minimize his pain, she is not confused on matters which
the philosopher, able to discourse on the advantages and disadvan­
tages of teleological and utilitarian ethics, is clear about. Being articu­
late is a virtue, but it is not the same as eliminating confusion, the at­
tainment of clarity. One can become more articulate about one's al­
ternatives by employing a web of words which are woven by a novel­
ist, a literary historian, a social historian, or a theologian, as well. But
in none of these cases, any more than in the case of a moral philoso­
pher's web, is ability to say more a discovery of what one really
meant all along, really presupposed all the time. One of the things
Wittgenstein taught us, a lesson which helps us distance ourselves
from Reichenbach, is that finding plausible premises from which an
assertion can be inferred is not finding what the assertor "really had
in mind." Another of the things he taught us was that learning to tell
a story about what one is doing is not necessarily, or even usually, a
discovery of one's original problem or motive or intention. Con­
structing an argument, in the scientific style, or a story, in the literary
style, are both good things to do. But they are not discoveries of an
antecedent reality which has been waiting to be unearthed by "analy­
sis" or "reflection." Everything that has happened within analytic
philosophy in the last thirty years has helped us see the differences
between such constructions and the sort of scientific discovery to
which Reichenbach wished to assimilate philosophical inquiry.

4. The "Analytic"-"Continental" Split

So far I have said that analytic philosophy has been forced, by its
own internal anti-positivist dialectic, to move away from an image of
itself as a science which achieves results and toward an image in which
it is simply the free-and, one might almost say, "speculative"-ex­
ercise of argumentative skilL "Speculative" here means "unconstrained
by any prior set of distinctions or lists of problems." Reichenbach
redivivus would presumably be appalled by this lack of constraint­
by the confusion of tongues, the proliferation of problems and
programs, in contemporary American philosophy. But he would
admire the style, the insistence on argument,. the dialectical acuity.
He would approve of the widespread distrust among philosophers of
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those who, as he put it, were "trained in literature and history, who
have never learned the precision methods of the mathematical sci­
ences." He would agree with a distinguished analytic philosopher who
urged that "intellectual hygiene" requires one not to read the books
of Derrida and Foucault. This attitude, however, has created practi­
cal problems in American academic life, problems epitomized in the
question, "Who is going to teach Hegel?" I now want to turn to these
problems.

Reichenbach's answer to this question was, "If possible, nobody."
This answer makes perfectly good sense if one takes Hegel to be try­
ing and failing to do the sort of thing which Locke, Leibniz, Hume,
and Kant wanted to do-namely, understand the nature, possibility,
and extent of the achievements of the natural sciences. He certainly
did not do that very well. It also makes sense if one emphasizes the
Logic and Hegel's rhetoric about "system" and "Wissenschaft." But
these are not the parts of Hegel's work which mattered to Marx or,
more generally, to the historical and political thought of the nine­
teenth century. What mattered were precisely those parts which
turned away from the knowledge of nature, from the phenomenon
of the New Science, to the historicist self-understanding and self-de­
termination of human beings: the Phenomenology, the Philosophy
of Right, and the Philosophy of History. With these works Hegel be­
gan a sequence of overlapping stories about the course of human
history, a sequence which includes Marx, Nietzsche, late Heidegger,
and Foucault. These stories are not "philosophical systems." They
do not attempt to provide solutions to problems about subject and
object, nor to any of the problems which Reichenbach believed nine­
teenth-century natural science had settled. But this genre of writing
embodies, I think, the chief alternative to Reichenbach's answer to
the question: what can philosophy be in the age of modern science?

The question, "Who shall now teach Hegel?" is shorthand for the
question, "Who is going to teach this genre-all the so-called 'Con­
tinental' philosophers?" The obvious answer to this question is,
"Whoever cares to study them." This is also the right answer, but we
can only accept it wholeheartedly if we clear away a set of factitious
questions. One such question is, "Are these Continental philosophers
really philosophers?" Analytic philosophers, because they identify
philosophical ability with argumentative skill and notice that there
isn't anything they would consider an argument in a carload of
Heidegger or Foucault, suggest that these must be people who tried
to be philosophers and failed, incompetent philosophers. This is as
silly as saying that Plato was an incompetent sophist, or that a
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hedgehog is an incompetent fox. Hegel knew what he thought about
philosophers who imitated the method and style of the mathemati­
cians. He thought they were incompetent. These reciprocal charges
of incompetence do nobody any good. We should just drop the ques­
tion of what philosophy really is, or who really counts as a philoso­
pher.

Ours is neither the first, nor will it be the last, period in which
the intellectuals whose self-descriptions included the word "philoso­
phy" divided into separate swarms and battled over territory. In late
nineteenth-century America what we now call "philosophy" hived
off from what we now call "Christian apologetics," to the accompan­
iment of reciprocal charges of "not being really a philosopher at all."
Similar sorts of things happened when what we now call "empirical
psychology" was beginning to set up in business on its own. Nowa­
days we see struggles between philosophy and mathematics depart­
ments to decide whose budget will bear the expense of the one math­
ematicallogician the university can afford. Such disputes over money
and power produce a lot of ad hoc rhetoric about "the nature of the
discipline," rhetoric which an experienced dean will automatically
tune out. Such disputes only become dangerous when one side or the
other wants to say that the material taught by the other side shouldn't
be taught at all.

Sadly enough, this sort of thing does get said. I have heard analytic
philosophers get furious at comparative literature departments for
trespassing on philosophical turf by teaching Nietzsche and Derrida,
and doubly furious at the suggestion that they might teach it them­
selves. Conversely, I have heard fans of Continental philosophy be
obnoxious about the "mere logic-chopping" with which their analytic
colleagues waste students' time and dehydrate their minds. Like re­
ciprocal charges of incompetence, this sort of rhetoric is pointless. It
is also dangerous, for it can actually result in colleges and universities
not having people on the faculty who can explain certain books to
interested students. Yet the only way in which institutions of liberal
learning can justify their existence is to be places in which students
can find practically any book in the library-Gadamer or Kripke,
Searle or Derrida-and then find somebody to talk with about it.
When all the jockeying to decide which department's budget will bear
the freight is over, we have to make sure that the result has not been
to limit the possibilities open to the students.

It follows from what I've been saying that we should not fuss about
"building bridges" between analytic and Continental philosophy. Such
a project would make sense if, as is sometimes said, the two sides were
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attacking common problems with different "methods:" But, in t~e

first place, there are no such common problems: lookmg for an hIS­
torical story to tell does not encounter the same sort of problems as
are discussed in the "analytic" philosophical journals. In the second
place, the notion of "methods" finds no clear application on either
side. The notion of "powerful analytic tools" which Reichenbach
invoked no longer has any relevance to what analytic philosophers
actually do. The tools in question were merely the positivist distinc­
tions of Reichenbach's day. Such new tools as we have acquired are
merely the more or less transitory distinctions of later days. The
thrust of post-Husserlian "Continental" philosophy has also been
agamst "method." Husserl's quest for a phenomenological method
was, like Reichenbach's logical positivism, an expression of the urge
for "the secure path of a science." But Husser! was a brief and
futile interruption of the Hegel-Marx-Nietzsche-Heidegger-Foucault
sequence which I am taking as paradigmatically "Continental,"
and which Husserl condemned as "historicist." What distinguishes
Nietzsche, He~degger, and Foucault from Hegel and Marx is precisely
the increasing wholeheartedness with which they give up the notions
of "system," "method," and "science," their increasing willingness
to blur the lines between disciplines, their refusal to insist that phi­
losophy be an autonomous Fach.

If we put aside wistful talk of bridge-building and joining forces,
we can see the analytic-Continental split as both permanent and
harmless. We should not see it as tearing philosophy apart. There is
no single entity called "philosophy" which once was whole and now
is sundered. "Philosophy" is not the name of a natural kind, but just
the name of one of the pigeonholes into which humanistic cul­
ture is divided for administrative and bibliographical purposes. A
Reichenbachian account of what counts as "scientific philosophy,"
like a Heideggerian account of what counts as being "ontological"
rather than merely "ontic," is merely a device for directing attention
to the range of topics one wants to discuss. If we get away from such
gerrymandering, to a neutral sense of the term "philosophy" in which
it is not a particular research program or style, then we shall have
so~ething as bland as Sellars's definition: "seing how things, in the
lat'g~st sense of the term, hang together, in the largest sense of the
term." But this neutral sense has little to do with philosophy in any
"professional" sense of "philosophy." Since both post-positivistic
analytic philosophy and post-phenomenological Continental philos­
ophy abjure the Reichenbachian notion of a permanent neutral

'conceptual matrix within which all thought and language must fit,
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they should join in abdicating the role of sage, of final authority on
the meaningfulness or the rationality of assertions or actions. Having
joined in this renunciation, they can agree to differ on whether find­
ing interesting new problems about which to argue, or telling sweep­
ing historical stories, is the more profitable residual enterprise.

5. The Hidden Agenda

I can summarize the story I have been telling as follows:
1. Analytic philosophy started off as a way of moving from specu­

lation to science-from philosophy as an historically based discipline
to philosophy as a discipline centering around "logical analysis."

2. The notion of "logical analysis" turned upon itself, and com­
mitted slow suicide, in Wittgensteinian, "ordinary language," Quinean,
Kuhnian, and Sellarsian criticisms of the purportedly "scientific" vo­
cabulary which Reichenbach, e.g., had taken for granted.

3. Analytic philosophy was thus left without a genealogy, a sense
of mission, or ametaphilosophy. Training in philosophy turned into
a sort of "casebook" procedure, of the sort found in law schools.
Students' wits were sharpened by reading preprints of articles by cur­
rently fashionable figures, and finding objections to them. The stu­
dents so trained began to think of themselves neither as continuing a
tradition nor as participating in the solution of the "outstanding
problems" at the frontiers of a science. Rather, they took their self­
image from a style and quality of argumentation. They became quasi­
lawyers rather than quasi-scientists-hoping an interesting new case
would turn up.

4. This development hardened the split between "analytic" and
"Continental" philosophy by moving the study of Hegel, Nietzsche,
Heidegger, etc., out of philosophy departments. In American univer­
sities, this tradition is now discussed in various other departments-
e.g., those of history, politics, and comparative literature. .

5. The result is to leave American philosophy departments stranded
somewhere between the humanities (their ancestral home), the natu­
ral sciences (the territory into which they once hoped to move, but,
were never fully accepted), and the social sciences (toward which
they are now putting out feelers). The older sort of philosophy pro­
fessor-who might have been an historian or literary critic almost as
well- is dying' out. The newer sort would like to think of himself as a
free-ranging analytic intellect, able to bring "philosophical expertise"
to bear on anything that comes up, but also as having a home territory
about which he commands special knowledge. This is, however, a
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difficult image to sustain. The increasingly short half-lives of philo­
sophical problems and programs makes the home territory shifting

.ground. The rest of the academy has (reasonably enough) become
puzzled about what "philosophical expertise" might be.

My story has been one of struggles between kinds of professors,
professors with different aptitudes and consequently with different
paradigms and interests. It is a story of academic politics-not much
more, in the long run, than a matter of what sort of professors come
under which departmental budget. Problems created by academic
politics can be solved by more academic politics. One may expect
that, by the end of the century, philosophy in America will have got­
ten over the ambiguities which have marked the last thirty years, and
will begin to develop, once again, a clear self-image. One possibility is
that this image will be of a new discipline, one not much more than
fifty years old, and which (unless analytic philosophy has, in the
meantime, triumphed in the Continental universities) does not try to
link up with, or even to argue with, what is practiced under the
heading of "philosophy" in other parts of the world.

However, my treatment of the topic has left something out. Quar­
rels between professors are never entirely disconnected from larger
quarrels. There was a hidden agenda behind the split between old­
fashioned "humanistic" philosophy (of the Dewey-Whitehead sort)
and the positivists, and a similar agenda lies behind the current split
between devotees of "analytic" and of "Continental" philosophy.
The heavy breathing on both sides about the immorality or stupidity
of the opposition signals passions which academic power struggles
cannot fully explain.

Although philosophy is not something which once was whole and
now is sundered, something else is-namely, the secular intellectual's
conception of himself. Up until Kant, the secular intellectual saw the
kqowledge gained by the advancing natural sciences as the point of
his life. Through the nineteenth century, men like Huxley and Clifford
ahd Peirce still saw respect for scientific truth as the highest human
virtue, the moral equivalent of the Christian's love and fear of God.
These nineteenth-century figures were Reichenbach's heroes. But the
nineteenth century also saw the rise of a new sort of secular intellec­
tual, one who had lost faith in science with the same thoroughness as
the Enlightenment had lost'faith in God. Carlyle and Henry Adams
are examples of this new kind of intellectual, the kind whose con­
scio~sness is dominated by a sense of the contingency of history, the
contmgency of the vocabulary which he himself is using, the sense
that nature and scientific truth are largely beside the point and that
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history is up for grabs. This sort of intellectual is secular with a
vengeance, for he sees the religion "of science" or "of humanity" as
just as self-deceptive as the old-time religion. His thought tends to­
ward Nietzsche's view of science as merely a prolongation of theolo­
gy, of both as forms of "the longest lie." The attitude of such intel­
lectuals toward "scientific" or "linguistic" philosophy is summed up
in Nietzsche's wisecrack: "I fear that we shall be unable to get rid of
God, since we still believe in grammar."

This split between two sorts of intellectual has become deeper in
our own century. It is, indeed, no mere matter of academic politics.
It is the split imprecisely sketched by Snow's contrast between the
"scientific culture" and the "literary culture." It is the antagonism
which begins to become explicit when analytic philosophers mutter
about the "irrationalism" which rages in literature departments and
when Continental philosophers become shrill about the lack of "hu­
man significance" in the works of the analysts. It is the difference
between the intellectual who believes that something like the "ap­
plication of scientific method" is the best hope of human freedom
and the intellectual who, with Foucault and Heidegger, sees this no­
tion of "scientific method" as the mask behind which lurks the cruel­
ty and despair of a nihilistic age. It comes out ~hen analytic philoso­
phers remark that Carnap emigrated while Heidegger joined the Nazi
Party, or that Russell saw through Stalinism and Sartre did not, or
that Rawls shares the ordinary civilized hope for the rule of law and
Foucault does not. It helps explain why Kripke and Kuhn and Rawls
are all somehow working the same side of the street, even though
their interests hardly overlap, while Heidegger and Foucault and
Derrida are working the other, even though they discuss wildly dif­
ferent topics.

One can call this a political split because both sides think of them­
selves as looking out for the interests of the global polis, as the leaders
who must make articulate to their fellow-citizens the dangers of the
time. Further, this division into the "scientific" and the "unscientific"
intellectuals is related in all sorts of ways to all sorts of issues which
are "political" in narrower and more familiar senses. Rather than
pursue these issues, however, I simply want to suggest that we keep
pragmatic tolerance going as long as we can -that both sides see the
~ther as honest, .if misguide?, colleagues, doing their best to bring
11ght to a dark time. In partIcular, we should remind ourselves that
although there are relations between academic politics and real
politics, they are not tight enough to justify carrying the passions
of the latter over into the former.
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Notes

1. Hans Reichenbach, The Rise of Scientific Philosophy (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1951). All further references to Reichenbach are to pages or chapters of
this book, and will be inserted in the text.

2. See chap. 18 for Reichenbach's insistence that the renunciation of attempts at a
synthetic a priori is the mark of scientific philosophy, and his diagnosis of philosophers who
wish to incorporate the results of scientific philosophy "into an inttoductory chapter of sci­
ence and claim that there exists an independent philosophy, which has no concern with sci­
entific research and has direct access to truth" (p. 305).

3. See Janice Moulton, "A Paradigm of Philosophy: The Adversary Method" in Dis­
covering Reality, ed. S. Harding and M. Hintikka, 1983. This is a very good account of
the juristic way in which analytic philosophers have tended to think of their discipline.
Moulton rightly remarks that "Within the Adversary Paradigm we understand earlier philos­
ophers as if they were addressing adversaries instead of trying to build a foundation for sci­
entific reasoning and to explain human nature. Philosophers who cannot be recast into an
adversarial mold are likely to be ignored. But our reinterpretations may be misinterpreta­
tions, and our choice of great philosophers may be based not so much on what they said as
on how we think they said it." In saying that, "In general the inability to win a public de­
bate is not a good reason for giving up a belief," Moulton is taking a position which accords
with Robert Nozick's. (See the "Introduction" to Nozick's Philosophical Explanations
[Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981).) Moulton and Nozick are evidence of a
certain discomfort with the analytic philosopher's usual way of life, and perhaps of the be­
ginnings of something new.
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