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CHAPTER 9: THE PRAGMATIC AND ANALYTIC TRADITIONS
Main Points

1. On the continent of Europe, the assault on idealism began with the nihilistic attacks of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche (nihilism is the rejection of values and beliefs), and the religious anti- idealism of Kierkegaard, reaching its summit with the development of existentialism. The philosophical focus in Britain and the United States in the twentieth century was quite different.  
Pragmatism
2. Twentieth-century philosophy in the United States was shaped by pragmatism (or American pragmatism).
3. Pragmatists rejected the idea that there is fixed, absolute truth; instead, it is relative to a time and place and purpose and is thus ever-changing in light of new data.
4. Peirce: Pragmatism is a rule for determining the meaning of a proposition, that is, the sum of the practical consequences that would result from the proposition’s being true. For Peirce, that meant that most metaphysical concepts were meaningless or absurd. Truth, he said, is the opinion fated to be agreed to by all who investigate.
5. William James: To determine either the meaning or the truth of an idea, one must evaluate its usefulness or workability—its “cash value.” This is a more individualistic understanding of truth than Peirce’s, though James would count as what works for the individual the findings of the community of scientific investigators.
6. James was also famous for the related theory that in some cases it is justifiable to choose or will to hold a belief because of the “vital good” it provides to a person, even if the evidence for and against the belief weighs in equally. If “the hypothesis of God” “works satisfactorily in the widest sense of the word,” James said it was “true.” (More on James in part 3 on the philosophy of religion.)
7. John Dewey’s instrumentalism regarded thinking as problem solving rather than truth seeking. Dewey rejected both traditional realism (“the spectator theory of knowledge”) and idealism and regarded abstract speculation about so-called eternal truths as escapism.
8. As a social activist, Dewey had a significant effect on American educational, judicial, and legislative institutions.
9. Though pragmatism has been making a modest comeback in American philosophy departments, it was analytic philosophy, first developed in Britain, that became dominant in the United States.
10. Richard Rorty is suspicious of the traditional claims of philosophy itself to have the methods best suited to finding “truth.” “There is no method for knowing when one has reached the truth, or when one is closer than before.”
11. Rorty’s pragmatic definition of truth: whatever “survives all objections within one’s culture.” Standards are relative to one’s culture and such starting points (standards of evidence, reasonableness, knowledge) are contingent.
12. For Rorty, “what matters is our loyalty to other human beings clinging together against the dark, not our hope of getting things right.”
Analytic Philosophy
13. What analysis is. Analysis resolves complex propositions or concepts into simpler ones.

14. A brief overview of analytic philosophy. Bertrand Russell, looking for a satisfactory account of numbers and mathematics, abandoned Absolute Idealism and adopted logicism, the thesis that the concepts of mathematics can be defined in terms of concepts of logic and that all mathematical truths can be proved from principles of formal logic.
15. Gottlob Frege had undertaken to establish logicism independently of Russell. Modern symbolic logic is derived from Frege’s “language” of symbols.
16. Russell’s logicism involved the analysis of mathematical propositions; under the influence of colleague G. E. Moore, Russell began to think of the analytic method as promising to deliver the same indisputable results in other areas of philosophy as it did in the philosophy of mathematics.
17. G. E. Moore analyzed some commonsense beliefs about physical objects as well as certain propositions in moral philosophy.
18. Gilbert Ryle: The principal business of philosophy is to use analysis to dissolve traditional philosophical problems.
19. Ludwig Wittgenstein: The goal of analysis is to reduce complex descriptive propositions to their ultimately simple constituent propositions, which consist of “names” in combination, which would represent the ultimate simple constituents of reality.
20. The logical positivists (such as Moritz Schlick and his Vienna Circle): Philosophy is not a theory but an activity the objective of which is the logical clarification of thought.
21. They proposed a verifiability criterion of meaning, according to which genuine propositions are either tautologies or are empirically verifiable.
22. The positivists regarded the pronouncements of metaphysics and theology as meaningless and held value judgments to be expressions of emotion.
23. The positivists: Philosophy has as its only useful function the analysis of everyday and scientific language; it has no legitimate concern with the world apart from language.
24. Few analytic philosophers today subscribe to the verifiability criterion of meaning or accept the basic views of the logical positivists.
25. Many so-called analytic philosophers today do not regard analysis as the “proper” method of philosophy or think of analysis as one of their principal tasks. Wittgenstein came to repudiate analysis as the proper method of philosophy.
26. It is now widely held that many philosophically interesting claims and expressions cannot intelligibly be regarded as complexes subject to linguistic reduction.
27. W. V. O. Quine: It is questionable whether it is ever possible to say in some absolute sense what the meaning of an expression is.
28. In its broadest sense, a call for “analysis” today is simply a call for clarification.
29. Language and Science. Many analytic philosophers consider philosophy of language to be more fundamental and important than metaphysics or epistemology. (Recall that the positivists rejected metaphysical assertions as meaningless.)
30. There is more to the meaning of a name than the thing it designates. Frege called this additional element the “sense” of the name, and he and Russell said that the sense of a name is given by a “definite description.”
31. Some writers have been concerned with the “pragmatics” or social aspects and uses of language.
32. Logical positivists were especially concerned with the relation of statements about theoretical scientific entities (such as neutrons or protons, which cannot be directly observed) to statements that record one’s observations of, say, trails in a cloud chamber. It seemed to some that statements about protons must logically be equivalent to statements about observations or they would have to be dismissed as meaningless. But this “translatability thesis” turned out to be doubtful, and the question of the relationship between theory and observation is still under discussion.
33. Philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn was concerned with scientific activity conceived not as the verification of theories but as the solving of puzzles presented within a given scientific “paradigm” or scientific tradition.
34. Experience, language, and the world. Analytic epistemology and metaphysics has broadly focused on the interrelationship of experience, language, and the world and on the nature of mind.
35. Logical atomism (associated with Russell and Ludwig Wittgenstein) regarded the world not as an all-encompassing Oneness (as the Hegelians said it was) but as a collection of atomic facts, each logically independent of every other fact and not themselves composed of simpler or more basic facts.

36. Atomists: Because all complex propositions must in principle be resolvable into simpler propositions by analysis, there must be fundamental and absolutely simple propositions that cannot be resolved further and that are logically independent of each other. Corresponding to these “atomic” propositions are the fundamental or atomic facts.
37. Russell changed his mind over his lifetime as to the minimum that must be supposed to exist, but generally he believed that this did not include many of things that “common sense” is inclined to say exist, such as physical objects and atoms and subatomic particles. What we think and say about these can be expressed in propositions that refer only to awareness or sense- data.
38. Russell: What we truly know is sense-data, and what we believe exists, such as physical objects and such scientific entities as atoms and electrons, must be definable in terms of sense-data if those beliefs are to be philosophically secure.
39. Phenomenalism: The notion that propositions about physical and scientific objects are in theory expressible in propositions that refer only to sense-data.
40. Phenomenalism as a rebuttal to skepticism: the theory that propositions that refer to physical objects can be expressed in propositions that make reference only to sense-data which some supposed to be incorrigible (incapable of being false if you believe that they are true).
41. Whether phenomenalism is sound rests on whether our supposed knowledge of an external world can be understood in purely sensory terms, whether “reality” reduces to “appearances.”
42. Why phenomenalism was considered unsound: (1) there is no set of sense-data the having of which logically entails that you are experiencing a given physical object; (2) it is unclear that physical-object propositions that mention specific times and places could have equivalent sense- data propositions; (3) private language is impossible.
43. Philosophers are now questioning whether or not knowledge requires foundations at all. (Foundationalism holds that a belief qualifies as knowledge only if it logically follows from propositions that are incorrigible.)
44. Naturalized epistemology rests on psychology or the processes actually involved in the acquisition and revision of beliefs.
45. Antirepresentationalism. Quine’s naturalized epistemology has become a leading alternative to foundationalism; in metaphysics Quine proposed a nonreductionistic alternative to phenomenalism; physical objects are theoretical posits, entities whose existence we in effect hypothesize in order to explain our sensory experience.
46. The Quinean view of objects as theoretical posits is consistent with realism (the thesis that reality consists of physical objects independent of the perceiving and knowing mind) but is also consistent with skepticism (because theoretical posits may not in fact exist).
47. Phenomenalism refutes skepticism only by denying realism (denying that objects are independent of our sense-data).
48. Underlying realism is the notion that true beliefs represent or correspond to reality; according to representationalism, a belief counts as knowledge only if it is a true belief, and a belief is true only if it is an accurate representation of the state of affairs that it is about.
49. The antirepresentationalism of Richard Rorty and others denies that mind or language contain or are representations of reality.
50. When we describe a belief as true we are simply praising that belief as having been proven relative to our standards of rationality.
51. Rorty’s antirepresentationalism was anticipated by the pragmatists, especially Dewey. Pragmatic thought has entered analytical philosophy through philosophers such as Quine, Hilary Putnam, and Rorty.
52. Wittgenstein’s turnaround. His philosophy divides into two phases. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein portrays the function of language as that of describing the world and is concerned with making it clear just how language and thought hook onto reality in the first place.
53. The Tractatus, later rejected by Wittgenstein, poses a paradox at the end: it seems impossible to use language to represent how language represents the world.
54. In the later Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein abandons the picture theory of meaning and says instead that meaning is determined by how language is used in a given context or language game.
Quine, Davidson, and Kripke
55. Willard Van Orman Quine. In “Two Dogmas of Empiricism” (1951) Quine challenged two empiricist ideas: (1) the “analytic/synthetic distinction” and (2) “reductionism.”
56. By reductionism Quine meant the view that every meaningful statement “reduces” to the experiences that would confirm or disconfirm it; early twentieth-century empiricists subscribed to the translatability thesis, which said statements about the world can (in theory) be “translated” into statements about immediate sensory experience. Quine’s view was that it is a mistake to suppose that statements taken in isolation can be confirmed or disconfirmed.
57. Quine rejected the empiricist idea that there is a clear boundary between statements that are “synthetic” (for Quine, statements that hold “contingently”) and ones that are “analytic” (statements that hold “come what may”). Since (according to Quine) a person’s knowledge is an interlocking system of beliefs, no statement is true “come what may.” (You could believe that married individuals don’t have spouses if you are willing to believe you had been programmed with false memories about what certain words mean.)
58. Which interlocking system of beliefs (or ontology, dealing with the most basic categories and entities) is the correct one? For Quine ontologies are neither “correct” nor “incorrect”; what counts is the practical or pragmatic results. When it comes to predicting the future, one gets a better result believing in the laws of physics than in the Greek gods.
59. In Word and Object (1960), Quine went further and claimed there is no “fact of the matter” as to what things an ontology even refers to; he wrote that any theory, as well as any language, is subject to indeterminacy of translation, meaning that alternative incompatible translations are equally compatible with the linguistic behavior of adherents or speakers. He also wrote of the inscrutability of reference, meaning that incompatible alternative conceptions of what objects a theory refers to are equally compatible with the totality of physical facts. Quine described himself as an “ontological relativist.”
60. Donald Davidson. Known for devising a theory of meaning for natural language (languages that arise naturally for purposes of human communication, like English or Signed English) based on developments in formal logic (including such things as computer programming languages and symbolic logic).

61. Davidson drew on the earlier work of Polish logician Alfred Tarski, who developed a theory of truth for formal languages, to bridge the gap between developments in formal logic and the concern of philosophers with meaning within natural languages.
62. Saul Kripke. In Naming and Necessity (1972, 1980) Kripke criticized descriptivism, which said the meaning or reference of a proper name is connected to the description of the thing.  Shakespeare is connected to a description like “the man who wrote Hamlet.” But Kripke held that the proper name is a rigid designator, which designates the same entity in all possible worlds in which the name has a reference. By contrast, a description like “the man who wrote Hamlet” is not rigid since Shakespeare might not have written Hamlet but would still be Shakespeare.
63. Kripke’s alternative to descriptivism was the causal theory of reference, according to which a person can be designated by causal chains of reference, such as when parents name a child and that name gets told to others. Uses of that name by those in the chain are linked causally and refer to the same person.
64. Kripke’s refutation of descriptivism contradicted the widely held belief of philosophers that necessary truths (statements that could not possibly be false, that are true in all possible worlds) are all a priori truths (statements known to be true independent of experience, like “circles have four sides”). If one learns that the “Morning Star” and the “Evening Star” (both rigid designators) name the very same thing (Venus), the discovery would count as an a posteriori (a statement that is known to be true through experience) discovery of a necessary truth.
65. Kripke’s view has metaphysical implications. For Kripke, essentialism (the idea that things have essential properties, properties they cannot not have) can only be maintained by distinguishing between a priori and necessary truths. This table’s essential property is that it is made out of wood. It couldn’t have been made out of ice since then the table would not be this table, but some other table. The statement that this table, if it exists at all, is not made out of ice is a necessary truth but not an a priori one, since it requires experience to find out that the table is made out of wood.
66. For Kripke, the name of a mental state (such as “depression”) and the name of a brain process (“brain activity X”) designate things with different essential properties; what they name cannot be equated in the first place as the identity theorists had tried to do.
Ontology
67. Ontology is the branch of metaphysics concerned with what there is. Do physical objects, facts, meanings, numbers, relations (and so on), exist?
68. By the middle of the twentieth century, many analytic philosophers concluded that such questions ought to be left to science, though philosophical analysis could disclose the ontology presupposed by science, mathematics, psychology or common sense.
69. P.F. Strawson and Michael Dummett assigned to metaphysics a Kant-like task, that of revealing the fundamental “structure” of thought about the world.
70. Strawson: All experience requires recognition of reidentifiable particulars (particulars that seem to continue in existence even when they are not observed) as falling under general concepts. (Strawson declined to speculate as to whether there actually is something independent of the mind corresponding to general words or the names of such reidentifiable particulars.)
71. Recent ontological debate has returned to questions about the outside-the-mind status of such entities as selves; universals; “bare particulars” (things considered apart from the properties they exhibit); possible worlds (a concept used in explaining possibility, necessity, and contingency); social constructions (is gender a social construct?); and mereological sums (the whole consisting of all the particulars, such as a car made up of atoms) and constituted objects (for example, a car and its car parts).
72. Meta-Ontology. Can ontological investigation disclose object truth? Ontological realism says yes; ontological anti-realism says no.
73. Anti-realists include “descriptive metaphysicians” like Strawson as well as those who dismiss metaphysical issues as trivial semantical questions.

74. Quantum mechanics allows physical systems to be in bizarre states called superpositions that involve combinations of states that are normally thought to be mutually exclusive. Measurements of such systems always result in determinate outcomes, and the problem of understanding how this happens is the measurement problem. The traditional solution to the measurement problem is the Copenhagen interpretation, which says that the act of measurement causes the system to collapse into one of the mutually exclusive states. The many-worlds interpretation proposes that there is no collapse, and that all branches of the superposition co-exist but are inaccessible to each other.

75. Quantum mechanics seems to be nonlocal, which means that events at a great distance from one another can have instantaneous effects one another. 

Boxes

Profile: John Dewey
(He was one of the founders of the American Civil Liberties Union)
Profile: Bertrand Russell
(Received the Nobel Prize for literature in 1950)
Profile: Ludwig Wittgenstein
(“Tell them I’ve had a wonderful life”)
What I Mean by “Blue”
(Wittgenstein’s argument against “private languages”)
(Wittgenstein’s argument against “private languages”)

Readings

9.1 A. J. Ayer, from Language, Truth, and Logic
Ayer, the most famous British exponent of logical positivism, sets forth and elaborates on the verifiability criterion of meaning.
9.2 Saul Kripke, from Identity and Necessity
Here Kripke examines the case of what appears to be the contingent (could have been false) identity of heat with “the motion of molecules.” Instead, he argues, it is “necessary that heat is the motion of molecules” since both “heat” and “the motion of molecules” are rigid designators that refer to the same thing.
9.3 Donald Davidson, from Problems of Objectivity
Davidson tries to determine how thought or “propositional attitudes” could be possible in the first place. “We should be astonished,” he writes, “that there is such a thing as thought.”
9.4 Paul A. Boghossian, from “What Is Social Construction?”
An argument against the social construction of (scientific) belief.
Philosophers

• Donald Davidson developed a theory of meaning for natural languages derived from logician Alfred Tarski’s theory of truth for formal languages. 213

• John Dewey was an instrumentalist who claimed thinking is not a search for “truth” but rather is aimed at solving practical problems. He thought of metaphysics as escapism. 192

• Gottlob Frege, a German mathematician and founder of modern mathematical logic, undertook to establish logicism independently of Russell. 196

• William James said that “the whole function of philosophy ought to be to find out what definite differences it will make to you and me, at definite instants of our life, if this world-formula or that world-formula be the true one.” 191

• Saul Kripke rejected the theory of naming known as descriptivism; held that not all necessary truths are a priori truths, that there are no contingent identity statements, and that names for mental states cannot possibly denote brain states. 213

• C. S. Peirce stated that “in order to ascertain the meaning of an intellectual conception one should consider what practical consequences might conceivably result by necessity from the truth of that conception, and the sum of these consequences will constitute the entire meaning of the conception.” 191

• Willard Van Orman Quine rejected empiricist reductionism and the idea that there is a clear distinction between analytic and synthetic statements. Also was famous for “ontological relativism,” “inscrutability of reference,” and “indeterminacy of translation.” 211

• Richard Rorty believed there are no culture-independent standards of truth. 193

• Bertrand Russell held that analysis is the key to metaphysical truth. He sought connection between “hard” data given in sensory experience and supposedly external physical objects. 195

• Ludwig Wittgenstein derived a metaphysics of logical atomism from a consideration of the relationship of language and the world. He advanced the picture theory of meaning, then later rejected it. 202

Suggested Further Readings
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Scott Soames, Philosophical Analysis in the Twentieth ​Century (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2003). A brilliant critical rendering of the history of analytic philosophy, especially philosophy of language, since 1900.
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