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Introduction: Pragmatism Then and Now

MORRIS DICKSTEIN

The revival of pragmatism has excited enormous interest and controversy
in the intellectual community over the past two decades. By the middle of
the twentieth century, pragmatism was widely considered a naively op-
timistic residue of an earlier liberalism, discredited by the Depression and
the horrors of the war, and virtually driven from philosophy departments
by the reigning school of analytic philosophy. Now once again it is recog-
nized not only as the most distinctive American contribution to philoso-
phy but as a new way of approaching old problems in a number of fields.
As the present volume shows, pragmatism has become a key point of
reference around which contemporary debates in social thought, law, and
literary theory as well as philosophy have been unfolded. It has appealed
to philosophers moving beyond analytic philosophy, European theorists
looking for an alternative to Marxism, and postmodernists seeking native
roots for their critique of absolutes and universals. The revival has not
only drawn new attention to the original pragmatists but altered our view
of writers as different as Emerson and Frost, Nietzsche and Wittgenstein,
Santayana and Stevens, Du Bois and Ellison, all of whom have been recon-
sidered in the light of a broader conception of pragmatist thinking.
Pragmatism as a branch of philosophy is exactly a hundred years old.
The term was first brought forward by William James in a lecture in
Berkeley in 1898, published as “Philosophical Conceptions and Practical
Results.” In developing pragmatism as a critique of abstractions and abso-
lutes and as a philosophy oriented toward practice and action, James
insisted that he was only building on thoughts developed by his friend
Charles Sanders Peirce in Cambridge more than twenty years earlier. But
the cantankerous Peirce was far from pleased with what James did with his
ideas, Pragmatism’s early years were as filled with controversy as its recent
career. James plunged into the fray with his usual zest, and the lectures
published as Pragmatism in 1907 became one of his most widely read



books. In part because they were so clearly yet provocatively formulated,
James’ lectures created something of a scandal. James had targeted ra-
tionalists and idealists of every stripe, and pragmatism was widely attacked
as an extreme form of relativism that undermined any notion of objective
truth.

As it is used in common speech, the qualities associated with “pragma-
tism” generally win our enthusiastic assent. Politicians and pundits see
pragmatism as the essence of American politics—the art of the possible,
rooted in our aversion to ideology and our genius for compromise. Those
who take a pragmatic approach to diplomacy and foreign policy—or those
who craft legislation and strike political deals—pride themselves in nego-
tiating differences and achieving incremental results rather than holding
out for unbending moral absolutes. Others condemn this kind of pragma-
tism as policy without principle, goal-oriented but lacking a moral an-
chor. When presidents like Franklin Roosevelt, John Kennedy, or Bill Clin-
ton are described as the ultimate pragmatists, this may mean that they got
something done, or that their behavior, for better or worse, differed from
their rhetoric, or that they were cunning and pliable men with few consis-
tent values or ideals. “I'm a pragmatist, a problem solver,” said one recent
presidential advisor to explain his seemingly contradictory approach to
two different issues.

As a philosophical position, pragmatism seems at first to have little in
common with this widespread usage. John Dewey’s ideas were radical and
dynamic rather than limited to practical considerations. His emphasis on
“creative intelligence,” especially in education, stressed the transformation
of the given rather than the acceptance of the status quo. Despite the value
it places on doing and practice, in some ways it was more utopian than
practical. This is why Dewey repeatedly criticizes empiricism, to which his
work otherwise shows a strong kinship. “Empiricism is conceived of as
tied up to what has been, or is, ‘given, ” Dewey wrote. “But experience in
its vital form is experimental, an effort to change the given; it is character-
ized by projection, by reaching forward into the unknown; connection
with a future is its salient trait.”! For pragmatists the upshot of thought
comes not in logical distinctions or intellectual systems but in behavior,
the translation of ideas into action. As Peirce wrote in “How to Make Our
Ideas Clear,” one of pragmatism’s founding texts,

The essence of belief is the establishment of a habit, and different
beliefs are distinguished by the different modes of action to which
they give rise. . . . Imaginary distinctions are often drawn between
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beliefs which differ only in their mode of expression. . . . [T]he whole
function of thought is to produce habits of action. . . . To develop its
meaning, we have, therefore, simply to determine what habits it pro-
duces, for what a thing means is simply what habits it involves.2

Within the American tradition, this practical, result-oriented side of
Peirce, James, and Dewey places their work in a line that goes back at least
to Benjamin Franklin, while the pragmatists’ commitment to creative self-
transformation shows the influence of Emerson. “The world stands really
malleable, waiting to receive its final touches at our hands,” says James
near the end of Pragmatism. He goes on to describe a world that “suffers
human violence willingly,” that is “still in the making, and awaits part of its
complexion from the future.”® A bit disingenuously, James presents prag-
matism not as philosophy but as a way of doing philosophy, “a method of
settling metaphysical disputes that otherwise might be interminable” (42).
Pragmatism provides a practical test but “it does not stand for any special
results,” he claimed. “It is a method only” (46). Yet its consequences were
far-reaching.

James himself was exhilarated by the controversy that surrounded his
lectures on pragmatism. Just as Marx saw his materialist version of Hegel
as a Copernican turn in philosophy, James quite seriously compared prag-
matism to the Protestant Reformation, which augmented the authority of
the individual conscience against the power of the Church.* He also sug-
gested that his account of truth, once it was definitively settled, would
“mark a turning-point in the history of epistemology, and consequently in
that of general philosophy” (196). Yet in the subtitle of his book, James
described pragmatism as “a new name for some old ways of thinking,”
perhaps to deflect the charges of outrageous novelty and irresponsibility
that were already being leveled against him.

In the first decade of the century James’s pragmatism was under sharp
attack from adherents of philosophical and religious idealism. Pragma-
tism had a considerable tradition behind it, yet it was also part of a larger
modern turn marked by the inexorable growth of science, secularism, and
the historical consciousness in American thinking. In Dewey’s hands espe-
cially, it reflected an evolutionary perspective that showed the influence of
both Hegelian historicism and Darwinian naturalism. Darwin’s work un-
dercut not only traditional religious belief but also the sense of an un-
changing, essential nature. As Hegel (and Marx) fostered a dynamic view
of history, Darwin legitimized a genetic approach to animal and human
behavior. Social Darwinists took this as a justification of the harsh struggle
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for life under unregulated capitalism, but for progressive thinkers it meant
that the sources of social inequality, far from being a given, could be traced
empirically and altered by changes in education and public policy. In
Dewey’s work as an active reformer and prolific theorist, pragmatism
became part of the surge of liberalism, progressivism, and social reform in
the first decades of the twentieth century.

Yet even apart from questions of social policy, pragmatism also had its
cultural dimension. Though pragmatism and modernism often diverge,
and the early pragmatists themselves had mixed feelings about modern
art, the moment of pragmatism was also the moment of Picasso’s and
Braque’s cubism, Einstein’s theory of relativity, and a new wave of ad-
vanced literature. Realism and naturalism, which had sought an objective
standpoint on man and society, gave way to experiments that tried to
capture the flow of the individual consciousness. William James’ focus on
the stream of consciousness in his Principles of Psychology (1890), his
admired friend Henri Bergson’s studies of durée, or experienced time, in
his Time and Free Will (1899), and Freud’s explorations of the unconscious
in his Interpretation of Dreams (1900) ran parallel to these literary experi-
ments, including the close attention to point of view in the difficult late
novels of Henry James. The James brothers were often impatient with each
others’ work, but they achieved a momentary convergence in 1907 when
Henry, after reading Pragmatism, wrote that “I was lost in the wonder of
the extent to which all my life I have . . . unconsciously pragmatised,” and
the easily exasperated William yielded conditionally to the prismatic hall
of mirrors he saw with some astonishment in The American Scene. To-
gether and separately, James, Bergson, and Freud had an incalculably large
influence on the forms and outlook of modern art.

Pragmatism, like modernism, reflects the break-up of cultural and re-
ligious authority, the turn away from any simple or stable definition of
truth, the shift from totalizing systems and unified narratives to a more
fragmented plurality of perspectives. In modern literature this would be
epitomized by Joyce’s shaping of the interior monologue, Ford Madox
Ford’s use of the unreliable narrator, Gertrude Stein’s flow of verbal asso-
ciation, and Faulkner’s overlay of multiple perspectives in The Sound and
the Fury and As I Lay Dying. Literary modernism displaces the omniscient
narrator in fiction as religious liberalism unseats the omniscient deity. But
where many modernists, especially after World War I—the Waste Land
generation—would portray the fragmentation of the modern world with
an acrid nostalgia for earlier hierarchies, the pragmatists tend to be exu-
berant and constructive rather than pessimistic. The dark and apocalyptic

4 Morris Dickstein

strain of modernism held little appeal for them; the rupture with past
certainties opened up new horizons. They saw “the quest for certainty” as
the futile and misguided remnant of an outworn metaphysics, and they
take the new, contingent, human-centered world as source of opportunity
and possibility. For the pragmatists, truth is provisional, grounded in
history and experience, not fixed in the nature of things. In the words of
historian John P. Diggins, “pragmatism offered uncertainty and plurality
as an answer to the exhausted past ideas of authority.”

Yet the break with the past would also involve a new emphasis on
history. The edifice of the law especially came to be seen as an evolving
process rather than a set of fixed principles. As Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr.,
wrote near the beginning of The Common Law, “It is something to show
that the consistency of a system requires a particular result, but it is not all.
The life of the law has not been logic: it has been experience. The felt
necessities of the time, the prevalent moral and political theories, institu-
tions of public policy, avowed or unconscious, even the prejudices which
judges share with their fellow-men, have had a good deal more to do
than the syllogism in determining the rules by which men should be
governed.””

Such an empirical outlook offended formalists, rationalists, philosophi-
cal idealists, and traditional moralists alike. Pragmatism became a new
chapter in the struggle between defenders of the ancients and the moderns
that went back to Aristophanes and Euripides. In 1915 Walter Lippmann
was still the young progressive, not yet the expounder of natural law he
became in later works like The Public Philosophy (1955). As a gifted under-
graduate at Harvard, he had attracted the notice of William James, whom
he immensely admired. But in a New Republic essay of 1915 he initially
expressed concern that Dewey, with his radical experimentalism, was
“urging us to do something never done before by any other people. He is
urging us consciously to manufacture our philosophy.” It would be hard to
imagine a better description of what Emerson or Whitman were pro-
pounding for the new American nation: a genuinely fresh start, an escape
from the heavy hand of European tradition, an emancipation by self-
definition. “The whole value of philosophies up to the present,” says Lipp-
mann, “has been that they found support for our action in something
outside ourselves. We philosophized in order to draw sanction from God,
or nature or evolution.”® A few years later Lippmann’s Harvard classmate,
T. S. Eliot, objected to “a certain meanness of culture” in the philosophy of
William Blake, which he compared to “an ingenious piece of home-made
furniture: we admire the man who has put it together out of the odds and
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ends about the house”® For Eliot, too, philosophy was something you
inherited, something externally sanctioned, not ideas and beliefs that
could be shaped to your own needs.

But the Lippmann of 1915 quickly reversed field and went on to argue
that in fact philosophers had always done what Dewey (and Freud) de-
scribed: projected general ideas out of their own temperament and needs.
“Most philosophy is not a revelation of absolute principles, but a human
being’s adjustment of his desires to his limitations.” Lippmann’s sympathy
for pragmatism would not endure, but for now he puts an eloquent spin
on Dewey’s views:

All philosophies are experiments, but they are unconscious ones.
They all represent an attempt to make ourselves better at home in the
world. . . . Instead of spinning our thoughts blindly and calling them
absolute truth, let us spin them deliberately and be ready to change
them. Let us continue to write autobiographies, but let us be sure we
know they are autobiographies. Let us recognize that the true use of
philosophy is to help us to live.'

Dewey could not have been entirely pleased to see himself defended in
such a spongy, subjective vein. Just as Blake tried to escape Romantic
subjectivity by creating an immense, eclectic mythology, the pragmatists
hoped to avoid relativism by developing an evolutionary outlook in social
and intersubjective rather than merely subjective terms. Working from a
scientific model like the one later developed by Thomas Kuhn, Dewey
envisioned a self-correcting community of enquirers who would proceed
experimentally according to fallibilistic norms of “warranted assertabil-
ity,” instead of claiming to discover timeless truths that corresponded to
the way the world actually is. Richard Rorty has described this as “a search
for the widest possible intersubjective agreement,” adding that “objectivity
is not a matter of corresponding to objects but of getting together with
other subjects.”!!

As Rorty would be drawn to literature, especially the novel, for its
concrete portrayal of intersubjectivity, James evoked a Whitmanesque ver-
sion of truth still grounded in “the muddy particulars of experience,” a
truth whose claims were “conditional” and constantly evolving rather
than abstract and absolute (149, 150). In an arresting passage in Pragma-
tism, James also turned to the common law to describe this process of
accretion and transmutation. The key metaphor here is a biological one:

Distinctions between the lawful and the unlawful in conduct, or be-
tween the correct and incorrect in speech, have grown up incidentally

6 Morris Dickstein

among the interactions of men’s experiences in detail; and in no
other way do the distinctions between the true and the false in belief
ever grow up. Truth grafts itself on previous truth, modifying it in the
process, just as idiom grafts itself on previous idiom, and law on
previous law. . . .

All the while, however, we pretend that the eternal is unrolling,
that the one previous justice, grammar or truth are simply fulgurat-
ing and not being made. . . . These things make themselves as we go.
(158)

Such parallels between law and language, language and truth, all seen as
part of an evolving historical process, were prophetic of the later direc-
tions of pragmatism, as the essays in the present volume make clear. James
sees Jaws and languages, if not truth itself, as “man-made things.” “Human
motives sharpen all our questions, human satisfactions lurk in all our
answers, all our formulas have a human twist” (159).

When James says that the pragmatist turns away from abstraction and
absolutes “towards facts, towards action and towards power,” when he
adds that this empiricist temper “means the open air and the possibilities
of nature, as against dogma, artificiality, and the pretence of finality in
truth” (45), he is expressing his own robust temperament, his love of the
outdoors, of risk and adventure, but also a typical American preference for
action over reflection, for facts over theories, and above all for results.
“Pragmatism unstiffens all our theories, limbers them up and sets each
one to work” (46—47). What made pragmatism so embattled in its original
form was also what made it strikingly American: its practical, situational,
problem-solving emphasis.

James puts all this in an inflammatory way as a foil to idealism, meta-
physics, and popular notions about what philosophy is and what philoso-
phers do. Instead of words like God, matter, and reason that play an almost
magical, incantatory role in metaphysics, the pragmatic method prevents
you from looking “on any such word as closing your quest. You must bring
out of each word its practical cash-value, set it at work within the stream of
your experience” (46). James insists that truth or meaning is a process, an
action leading to a pay-off, a verb rather than a noun. “The truth of an idea
is not a stagnant property inherent in it. Truth happens to an idea. It
becomes true, is made true by events. . . . Its validity is the process of its
validation” (196). “It is the nature of truths to be validated, verified. It pays
for our ideas to be validated. Our obligation to seek truth is part of our
general obligation to do what pays” (149~50). Truth is the outcome of ex-
perience. “Men’s beliefs at any time are so much experience funded” (146).
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James’ aim with these and other pointed metaphors is to ground ideas
in lived experience—to see them as emerging from a living subject and is-
suing in real consequences, to see them as made rather than given. He uses
loaded words like “power” or “cash-value” not to ally pragmatism with
force or business—two major American preoccupations during Teddy
Roosevelt’s presidency, when he wrote his book—but as a way of jolting his
audience, appealing to them almost too vividly in terms of the forces that
were really running the world.

By stating his case polemically in such charged language, James opened
pragmatism to the charge that it was philistine, a methodology without a
moral compass, an epistemology with a merely tactical sense of truth.
Pragmatism is always contextual. It sees things not in isolation, not as
essences existing in and of themselves, but as belonging to contexts that
shape their meaning and value. It is concerned about the production of
meaning, the production of truth, because it sees them as dynamic, always
in formation. To its detractors, this emphasis on the situation and the
“cash” payoff revealed a method that could be used to justify anything.
Had not James himself said that “the true, to put it very briefly, is only the
expedient in the way of our thinking, just as the right is only the expedient
in our way of behaving”? (196).

The most damning attack on pragmatism as expediency came not from
metaphysicians or traditional moralists but from one of Dewey’s most
gifted admirers, Randolph Bourne. In “Twilight of Idols” (1917), Bourne
argued that Dewey’s pragmatic justification for the America’s entry into
World War I, which shocked many of his followers, showed up his concern
with technique and efficiency at the expense of consistent values, and
revealed the limits of Dewey’s instrumentalism: it was a narrowly expe-
dient philosophy of “adaptation” and “adjustment” bereft of ultimate
goals. (Dewey’s educational views were often attacked in the same terms.)
Bourne was appalled that a pragmatist approach could be made to serve
repugnant ends. He complained that Dewey’s young disciples—like the
“best and brightest” who would prosecute a later American war—“have
absorbed the secret of scientific method as applied to political administra-
tion. They are liberal, enlightened, aware. . . . They are making themselves
efficient instruments of the war-technique, accepting with little question
the ends as announced from above. . . . To those of us who have taken
Dewey’s philosophy almost as our American religion, it never occurred
that values could be subordinated to technique.”' If the social conscience
that led to progressive reforms showed Dewey’s break with tradition in the
best light, the war revealed its darker side.
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Bourne’s critique became the template for subsequent attacks on prag-
matism from both left and right. The date alone, 1917, was momentous:
even more than America’s entry into the war, the Russian Revolution
would energize and divide the left while terrifying and galvanizing the
right. Soon cultural critics like Van Wyck Brooks and Lewis Mumford
would develop Bourne’s attack. To later Marxist critics like Theodor
Adorno, pragmatism was hopelessly wedded to the status quo; they saw it
as little more than a rationale for America’s ruthless and amoral business
civilization. Conservatives would be just as offended by its relativism and
optimism, its critique of moral absolutes and foundational values. Near
the end of the essay Bourne places himself among the young “malcon-
tents” created by the war, who reject “a philosophy of adjustment” and
react with “robust desperation” to “the continual frustrations and aridities
of American life”!* He thus became the prototype of the disillusioned
modernist intellectual who would turn against pragmatism during the
next two decades, looking instead toward Europe, toward modern art, and
eventually toward Marxism and revolution.

The war discredited the kind of enlightened planning with which prag-
matism had become identified. The reaction against progressivism after
1920 also became a reaction against pragmatism, among conservatives
who celebrated America’s exceptionalism and achievements and as well as
among radicals who castigated its abuses and inequalities. The reaction
against pragmatism became even more marked after World War 11, abet-
ted by a variety of new influences including existentialism, crisis theology,
the cold war, psychoanalysis, European modernism, and a cultural conser-
vatism bred of growing prosperity and the fear of Communism. Part of
this story was told many years ago in Morton White’s 1949 book Social
Thought in America: The Revolt Against Formalism, where White points to
“the submersion of a certain style of thinking which dominated America
for almost half a century—an intellectual pattern compounded of prag-
matism, institutionalism, behaviorism, legal realism, economic determin-
ism, and the ‘new history”” “It might be argued,” he writes in his intro-
duction, “that these movements are not dead, but one cannot avoid the
feeling that they are past the peak of their influence. These are days in
which Dewey’s views are being replaced by Kierkegaard’s in places where
once Dewey was king.”4

Other versions of this narrative of liberalism in decline can be found in
Lionel Trilling’s The Liberal Imagination (1950), where socially oriented
naturalists like Dreiser and Sherwood Anderson give way before modern-
ists like Faulkner and Hemingway, or in Richard Hofstadter’s books on the
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