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never caLlthemselves 'Platonists'or 'metaphysicians'or 'foundationalists'. 

Introduction: 
Relativism: Finding and Making 

Thr cpithrt 'relativist' is applied to philosophers who agree with 
Nirtzsche that '"'Truth" is the will to be master of the multiplicity of 
sensations'. It is also applied to those who agree with William James 
that 'thr "truc" is simply the expedient in the way of believing' and 
t o  those who aqree with Thomas Kuhn that science should not be 
thor~ght of as moving towards an accurate representation of the way 
thc. \\-orlcl is in itscll: hlorc generally, philosophers are called 'relativists' 
xvhc-n thry do not acccpt thr (heck distinction between the way thing 
arc. in thr.msc~lvc-s ant1 the rrlations which they have to other  thin,^, 
;~ntl in particular to hunian nretls and interests. 

Philo.;ol~hrrs who. likc niysclf, eschew this distinction must abandon 
thr tri~ditional philosophical project of finding something stable which 
will s r r ~ ~  as a criterion for jud@ng the transitory products of our 
transito~y nccds and interests. This means, for cxample, that we cannot 
employ [lie Kantian distinction between morality and prudence. We 
have ro give up on the iclea that there are unconditional, transcultural 
moral obligations, obligations rooted in an unchanging, ahistorical 
human nature. This attempt to put aside both Plato and Kant is 
the bond which links the post-Nietzschean tradition in European 
philosophy with the pra<gmatic tradition in American philosophy. 

'Thc philosopher whom I most admire, and of whom I should most 
likr to think of mysrlf as a disciple, is John Dewey. Dewey was one of 
the founders ofAmerican pra<gmatism. He was a thinker who spent Go 
years trying to get usout from underthe thrall ofPlato and Kant. Dewey 
was oftrn denounced as a relativist, and so am I. But of course we 
pragmatists never call ourselves relativists. Usually, we define ourselves 
in negative terms. We call ourselves 'anti-Platonists' or 'antimeta- 
physicians' or 'antifoundationalists'. Equally, our opponents almost 

They usually call themselves defenders of common sense, or of reason. 
Predictably, each side in this quarrel tries to define the terms of the 

quarrel in a way favourable to itself. Nobody wants to be called a 
Platonist, just as nobody wants to be called a relativist or an irrationalist. 
Wc so-called 'relativists' refuse, predictably, to admit that we are 
enemies of reason and common sense. We say that we are only 
criticizing some antiquated, specifically philosophical, dogmas. But, 
of course, what we call dogmas are exactly what our opponents call 
common sense. Adherence to these do,qmas is what they call being 
rational. So discussion between us and our opponents tends to get 
bogged down in, for example, the question of whether the slogan 
'truth is correspondence to the intrinsic nature of rcality' expresses 
common sense, or is just a bit of outdated Platonist jargon. 

In other words, one of the things we disagree about is whether this 
slogan embodies an obvious truth which philosophy must respect and 
protect, or instead simply puts forward one philosophical view amonq 
others. Our opponents say that the correspondence theory of truth is 
so obvious, so self-evident, that it is merely pervrrse to question it. We 
say that this theory is barely intelligible, and ofno particular importance 
- that it is not so much a theory as a slogan which we have been 
mindlessly chanting for centuries. We pragmatists think that we might 
stop chanting it without any harmful consequences. 

One way to describe this impasse is to say that we so-called 'relativists' 
claim that many of the things which common sense thinks are found or 
discovered are really made or invented. Scientific and moral truths, for 
example, are described by our opponcnts as 'objective'. meaning that 
they are in some sense out there waiting to be recognized by us human 
beings. So when our Platonist or Kantian opponents are tired ofcalling 
us 'relativists' they call us 'subjectivists' or 'social constructionists'. In 
their picture of the situation, we are claiming to have discovered that 
something which was supposed to come from outside us really comes 
from inside us. They think of us as saying that what was previously 
thought to be objective has turned out to be merely subjective. 

But we anti-Platonists must not accept this way of formulating the 
issue. For if we do. we shall be in serious trouble. If we take the 
distinction bctween making and finding at face value, our opponents 
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\\.ill I)(. nhlc to ask 11s an a\r.k\v;trd qllrstion, viz., Have we discovered 
t l ~ e  sIlqwixi~~x fan ilnt \rhiit rras thouxht to be objective is acmally 
rIlllirctLr. or lla\,c. wc in i rn td  it? Ifwc cl;iim to have discovered it, if . . 
\\.tt S;IV tlinc I I  IS n r l  ohjcctivr bct that truth is subjective, we are in . .  . 

d;lnger n l  contrilrlicting oursel~~es. If we say that we invented it, we 
sc%c.tn to hc bcin,q merely whimsical. Why should anybody take our 
i ~ , \ ~ ~ ~ t i r ~ n  sc:riously? If truths are merely convenient fictions, what 
;Ibollt the truth of the claim that that is what they are? Is that too a 
convcnicnt fiction:' CIonvcnient for what? For whom? 

1 think ic is important that we who are accused of relativism stop 
Llsiila rl lc distinctions between finding and making, discoveri and 
invc*ntiorl, r,l,jerti\-~ and subjective. We should not let ourselves be 
clcyc:l-il>ccl as sul?jcc~tivists, ztntl pcrhaps calling ourselves 'social con- 
s l r , ~ ( . ~ i o ~ ~ i s t ~ '  ic loo mislc.ading. For cve cannot formrllate our point in 
tc.rrn< 01. n discinctiot, betwren what is outside us and what is inside 
[is. \\.c n>\lsc rc-piidiatv rlic voci\bular). our opponents use, and not let 
cllcm itnpn.;c it  I I ~ ~ I I  11s. 'To say tlxit WP must rcpudiate this vocabulary 
ir to \;I\. OIIW ; i~ain.   hat \vr n ~ l s t  ;iroid Platonism and metaphysics, 
i t )  t l l ; ~ t  \ \ . i t lc  S ~ I ~ S C  oI"n~rt;il~hysi(-s in  which Hcideggcr said that meta- 
l > l ~ l r i l s  ir PI;ltonirln, (M.hitrllr;~d was making the same point when he 
siliti thilt all ol. \l7rstc>rn philosophy is a series of footnotes to Plato. 
\ l 'h i~~hrad 's  ~>oirit was th;lt we do not call an inquiry 'philosophical' 
rrrllrss i, rcvolvr:s ;imunrl some of the distinctions which Plato drew.) 

l'hc- distinction bctwccn the found and the made is a version of 
that hrtween the ilbsolu~e and the relative, between something which 
is what i t  is apart from its relations to other things, and something 
whosr naturc tlepcncls upon those relations. In the course of the 
centuries, this distinction has become central to what Derrida calls 
'the metaphysics of presence' - the search for a 'full presence 1)eyond 
the reach ol. play', an absolute beyond the reach of relationalip. So 
if'wc. wish to ahandon that metaphysics we must stop distinguishing 
bctwren the absolute and the relative. We anti-Platonists cannot permit 
ourselves to \,e c:~lled 'relativists'? since that description begs the central 
qurstion. That central question is about the utiliv of thc vocabulary 
whic-h wc inherited from Plato and Aristotle. 

Our opponents likr to suggest that to abandon that vocabulary is 

to abandon rationality - that to be rational consists precisely in 
respecting the distinctions between the absolute and the relative, the 
found and the made, object and subject, nature and convention, reality 
and appearance. We pragmatists reply that ifthat were what rationality 
was, then no doubt we are, indeed, irrationalists. But of course we go 
on to add that being an irrationalist in t h d  sense is not to be incapable 
of ar,gument. We irrationalists do not foam at the mouth and behave 
like animals. We simply refuse to talk in a certain way, the Platonic 
way. The views we hope to persuade people to accept cannot be stated 
in Platonic terrninolo,gy. So our efforts at  persuasion must take the 
form of gradual inculcation of neu ways of speaking, rather than of 
straightforward argument within old ways of speaking. 

T o  sum up what I have said so far: We prapat is ts  shrug offcharper 
that we are 'relativists' or 'irrationalists' by saying that these charge. 
presuppose precisely the distinctions we reject. If we have to describr 
oursclvcs, perhaps it would be best for us to call ourselves anti-dualists. 
This does not, of course, mean that we are against what Derrida call3 
'binary oppositions': dividing the world u p  into the good Xs and the 
bad non-Xs will always be an indispensable tool of inquiry. But we 
are against a certain spe~$c set of distinctions, the Platonic distinctions. 
We have to admit that these distinctions have become part of Western 
common sense, but we do not regard this as a suficient arcvment for 
retaining. them. 

So far I have been speaking of 'we so-called relativists' and of 'we 
anti-Platonists'. But now I need to become more specific and name 
names. As I said at the outset, the .group ofphilosophers I have in mind 
includes a tradition ofpost-Nietzschean European philosophy and also 
a tradition of post-Darwinian American philosophy, the tradition of 
pragmatism. The great names of the first tradition include Heidegger, 
Sartre, Gadamer, Derrida and Foucault. The great names ofthe second 
tradition includeJames, Dewey, Kuhn, Quine, Putnam and Davidson. 
All ofthese philosophers have been fiercely attacked as relativists. 

Both traditions have attempted to cast doubt on the Kantian and 
Hegelian distinction between subject and object, on the Cartesian 
distinctions which Kant and Hegel used to formulate their problematic, 
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;Irlcl on  (;rrc.k distin(-tions which provided the framework for 

I)c.scar~i.s' own ~ h o u ~ h t .  l'hc most imporcant thing that links the g e a t  
nirtncas ol,c.arh tradition to one other, and thus links the two traditions 
togrtllrr. is sr~spirion of the same set of Greek distinctions, the distinc- 
tions which make it possiblr, natural, and almost inevitable to ask, 
'Forlncl or mad??', 'Absolute or rrlative?', 'Real or apparent?' 

Krlore saying more about what binds these two traditions together, 
hotvevcr, I should say a little about what separates them. Nthough 
thr Lirropcan tradition owes a lot to Darwin hy way of Nietzsche 
anti hfarx, Luropcan philosophers have typically d is t in~ished quite 
sl~iupl!. I,i,twrcn \\;hat empirical scientists do and what philosophers 
do. I'hilosophrrs in this tradition often sneer at 'naturalism' and 
'c.lnpirirism' and 'reductionism'. They somctimes condemtl recent 
. \ ~ ~ ~ l ~ ~ l \ \ o n c :  I~hi\osq,llv with<.,ut a hearing, because they assume it to 
I)c in\i.ctc.tl h): these diseases. 

, - 1 hc .\~nrririln p~a~niat is t  tradition, by contrast, has made a point 
ot. I,rv;~kin~ tloxvn thc distinrtio~ls hrtwcen philosophy, science and 
I~~)Ii t i( .~.  11s rcpresc~~t;~tive~ olic.n describe themselves as 'naturalists', 
t t~or l~h  they tlcny that t1ii.y are reductionists or empiricists. Their 
c,l,jrc.tion to hot11 traditional British cmpiricisln and the scientistic 
ri-;lrlcrionisrn chnrnctc.l.istic of the Vienna Circle is precisely that 
nc.it11t.r is sufiicirntly naturalistic. In my perhaps chauvinistic view, 
\vc ,-\mcric;\ns ha\,? hccn more consistent than the Europeans. For 
,\mrrican philosopllers hatc realized that the idea of a distinctive, 
autonomous, cultilral activity called 'philosophy' becomes dubious 
~ ~ h c t i  thc vocabulary which has dominated that activity is called 
into question. When Platonic dualisms go, the distinction between 
philosophy and the rest of culture is in danger. 

Another way ofexhihiting the difference between the two traditions 
is to say that thc Europeans have typically put forward a distinctive, 
new, post-Nictzschcan 'mrthod' for philosophers to employ. Thus in 
early I-Iridegger and early Sartre we find talk of 'phenomenological 
onto lo^', in late Heidesger of something mysterious and wonclerful 
callrcl "l'liinking', in Gadamer of 'hermeneutics', in Foucault of 'the 
arch;teolo,q of knowledge' and of 'genealogy'. Only Derrida seems 
frce from this temptation; his term 'grammatolo,q' was evanescent 

whimsy. rather than a serious attempt to proclaim the discovery of a 
new philosophical mcthod or stratc,gy. 

By contrast, the Americans have not been much given to such 
proclamations. Dewey, it is true, talked a lot about brinqing 'scientific 
method' into philosophy, but he never was able to explain what this 
method was, nor what it was supposed to add to the virtues ofcuriosity, 
open-mindedness and conversabilig. James sometimes spokc of 'the 
praLgmatic method', but this meant little more than the inqistence on 
prcssing the anti-Platonist question. 'Does our purported theoretical 
difference make any difference to practice?' That insistence was not 
so much the employment ofa method as the assumption ofa  sceptical I 

attitude towards traditional philosophical problems and vocabularies. I 

Quine, Putnarn and Davidson are all labelled 'analytic philosophen', 
but none of the three thinks of himself as practising a method called 
'conceptual analysis', nor any other method. The so-called 'postpositiv- 
istic' version of analytic philosophy which these three philosophers 
have helped to create is notably free oflnethodolatry. 

The various contemporary contributors to the pragnatist tradition 
are not much inclinecl to insist on either the distinctive nature of 
philosophy or the pre-eminent place of philosophy within culture as 
a whole. None of them believes that philosophers think, or should 
think, in ways dramatically different from the ways in which physickts 
and politicians think. They would all agree with Thomas Kuhn that 
science, like politics, is problem-yoking. So they would be content to 
describe themselves as solving philosophical problems. But the main 
problem which they want to solve is the origin of the problems which 
the philosophical problem has bequeathed to 11s: why, they ask, are 
the standard, textbook problems of philorophy both so intrigping and 
barren? Why are philosophers, now as in Ciceroh day, still ar<q~ing 
inconclusively, tramping round and round the same dialectical circles, 
never convincing each other but still able to attract students? 

This question, the question ofthe nature ofthe problems which the 
Greeks, Deqcartes, Kant and H e g l  have bequeathed to us, leads us 
back around to the distinction between finding and making. The 
philosophical tradition has insisted that these problems arefound, in 
the sense that they are inevitably encountered by any reflective mind. 
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1'}1~. pr.q;ltist tradition has insisted that they are made- are artificial 
rat11c.r than natural - andcan br unmade by u~in~adifferentvocabulary 
than that which the philosophical tradition has used. But such distinc- 
tions 1,etw~cen the fo~lnd and thr made, the natural and the artificial . . .. ~ 

2s 1 have said, not distinctions with which pra,patists -...., . ~-~ 

can bc comfortable. So it would be better for ~ r a ~ p a t i s t s  to say simply 
that the vocabulary in which the traditional problems of Western ...-.. ~ ~ 

philosophy were forn~ulatcrl were useful at one time, but are no longer 
.scful. Putting the matter that way would obviate the appearance of 

that whereas the tradition dealt with what was not reaUy there, 
we are dealing with what is  really there. 

0f.c-ourst. wwe priqmatists cannot say that. For we have no use for 
th. reality apprar;~ncr. distinction, any more than for the distinction 
\,c-t\vc:cn thc found and thr made. We hope to replace the reality- 
:~~~nrnr ; lnrr  tlistinction with the distinction between the more useful . . I . ! -  - 

;tlld t h ~  ICSS usrlill. So wr say that thr vocabulary of Greek metaphysics 
:In({ C:llristian t\lcolo~>r - thc \:ocat>uIar)r used in what Heidegger has 
c;lllc~rl 'thr onco-throloqical tradition' - was a useful one Ior our 
an(.rstors3 ~ I I - ~ D S ~ S .  1 ~ 1 t  that t o p  have different purposes, which will 
1 ~ .  h r ~ t c - ~  scnrd 1,). crnploying a different vocabulary. Our ancestors 
rlimhrd up a Iatlcler which we are now in a position to throw away. 
I\'? ran throw it away not because we have reached a final resting 
],l;~rr., I,ut hrcausc wr have different problems to solve than those 
which pc.rplcxcd our ancestors. 

So far I have been sketching the prapatists '  attitude towards their 
opponents, and the dificulties they encounter in avoiding the usr of 
terms whose use would beg the question at issue between them and 
their opponents. Now I should like to describe in somewhat more 
detail how human inquiry looks from a ~ra~gmatist point of view - 
how i t  looks once one stops describing it as an attempt to correspond 
to thr intrinsic nature ofreality, and starts describing it as an attempt 
to srn.c transitory purposes and solve transitory problems. 

Pragmatists hopr to break with the picture which, in Wittgenstein's 
words, 'holds us captive' the Cartesian-Lockean picture of a mind 

serking to gct in touch with a reality outside itself. So they start with 

a Darwinian account of human beings as animals doing their best to 
cope with the environment - doing their best to develop tools which 
will enable them to enjoy more pleasure and less pain. Words are 
among the tools which these clever animals have developed. 

There is no way in which tools can take one out of touch with 
reality. No matter whether the tool is a hammer or a *gun or a belief 
or a statement, tool-using is part of the interaction of the organism 
with its environment. T o  see the employment of words as the use of 
tools to deal with the environment, rather than as an attempt to 
represent the intrinsic nature of that environment, is to repudiate the 
question of whether human minds are in touch with reality - the 

2' 
question asked by the epistemological sceptic. No organism, human 
or non-human, is ever more or less in touch with reality than any ! 

other organism. The very idea of 'being out of touch with reality' 
presupposes the un-Darwinian, Cartesian picture of a mind which 
somehow swings free of the causal forces exerted on the body. The I 

i Cartesian mind is an entity whose relations with the rest of the universe 
, are representational rather than causal. So to rid our thinking of the \ 

vestiges of Cartesianism, to become fully Darwinian in our thinking, 
we need to stop thinking of words as representations and to start 
thinking of them as nodes in the causal network which binds the 
organism together with its environment. 

Seeing language and inquiry in this biolo,gistic way, a way made 
familiar in recent years by the work of Humberto Maturana and 
others, permits us to discard the picture of the human mind as an 
interior space within which the human person is located. As the 
American philosopher of mind Daniel Dennett has arLgued, it is only 
this picture of a Cartesian Theatre which makes one think that there 
is a big philosophical or scientific problem about the nature of the 
origin of consciousness. We should substitute a picture of an adult 
human organism as one whose behaviour is so complex that it can be 
predicted only by attributing intentional states - belief3 and desires - to 
the organism. O n  this account, beliefs and desires are not preling~istic 
modes of consciousness, which may or may not be expressible in 
language. Nor are they names of immaterial events. Rather, they are 
what in philosophical jargon are called 'sentential attitudes' - that is 
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to s;yI di~positions on the part of organisms, or of computers, to assert 
or rlcny ccrtain srntrnccs. T o  attribute beliefs and desires to non-users 
oSlannmac (such as dogs, infants and thermostats) is, for us pragmatistsl 
to spcak metaphorically. 

Pragmatists complement this biolo~stic approach with Charles 
Sanders Peircr's definition of a belief as a habit of action. On  this 
drlinition, to ascribe a belief to someone is simply to say that he or 
shc will tend to behave as I behave when I am willing affirm the truth 
of a cc-rtain scntrnce. Wc ascribe beliefs to thin<@ which use, or can 
I I ~  imadnrd to IISF, seetmccs, hut not to rocks and  plan^. This is not 
I,ccausc~ thr Snrmrl- have a special organ or capacit): -. consciousness 

\\.llir.ti the lattrr litck, but simply because the habits of action of rocks 
;ul(\ nlnnts arc sullicicutly fSamiliar and simple that their behaviour 
( prrdictctl \\pitholit ascribing scntcntial attitudes to them. 

O n  this \irw. \\.hen we utter such srntences as 'I am hung$ we , , . . . . . . 
; ~ r r  nor making (*xtrrnnl what was previously internal, but are simply 
Ill . l l ) i l la  those: around to its to pnrlirt our future actions. Such sentences 
iirr nrrt used to rrpnrt ~vcnts going on within the Cartesian Theatre 
\vhic.lI is a r,c-rson's coltsciousncss. 'I'hey are simply tools for coordinat- 
ing 011r hr-havionr \\.ith those of others. This is not to say that one can 
src.(luc.c. mrntill states sttc.11 as I)elieKq and desires to physiological or 
1 statrs. I t  is merely to say that there is no point in asking 
rtrIlc.thrr a brlief rcprcscnts reality, either mental reality or ~ h ~ s i c a l  
rrillity. arnlralcly. That is, for prapatists ,  not only a bad question, 
1)ut thc root of' much wasted philosophical energy. 

'I'hr right cluestion to ask is, 'For what purposes would it be useful to 
hold that belicf.?'This is like thc question, 'For what purposes would it be 
usrSul to load this progrim into my computer?' On  the Plltnamesque 
view I am suggestingl a person's body is analogous to the computer's 
hardwarc , ant1 his or her klieSs and desires are analogous to the software. 
Nobody knows or cares whether a given piece of computer software rep- 
resents r~ality accurately. What we care about is whether it is the software 
which will most efficiently accomplish a certain task. Analogously, 
praqmatirts think that the question to ask ahout our beliefs is not 
whether they arc ahout realiq or merely about appearance, but simply 
wlrether they are the best habits of action for gatifiing our desires. 

O n  this view, to say that a belief is, as far as we know, true, is to say 
that no alternative belief is, as far as we know, a better habit of acthlg. 
When we say that our ancestors believed, falsely, that the sun went 
around the earth, and that we believe, truly, that the earth goes round 
the sun, we are saying that we have a better tool than our ancestors 
did. Our  ancestors might rejoin that their tool enabled them to believe 
in the literal truth of the Christian Scriptures, whereas ours does not. 
Our reply has to be, I think, that the benefits of modern astronomy 
and of space travel outweigh the advantages of Christian fundarnental- 
ism. The argument between us and our medieval ancestors should 
not be about which of us has got the universe right. It should be about 
the point of holding views about the motion of heavenly bodies, the 
ends to be achieved by the use of certain tools. Confirming the truth 
of Scripture is one such aim, space travel is another. 

Another way of making this last point is to say that we pragmatists 
cannot make sense of the idea that we should pursue truth for its own 
sake. We cannot regard truth as a goal of inquiry. The purpose of 
inquiry is to achieve a\greement among human beings about what to 

do, to bring about consensus on the ends to be achieved and the 
means to be used to achieve those ends. Inquiry that does not achieve 
coordination of behaviour is not inquiry but simply wordplay. T o  
argue for a certain theory about the microstructure of material bodies, 
or about the proper balance of powers between branches of govern- 
ment, is to arrgue about what we should do: how we should use the 
tools at our disposal in order to make technological, or political, 
pro,qess. So, for pra,pmatists there is no sharp break between natural 
science and social science, nor between social science and politics, nor 
between politics, philosophy and literature. AU areas of culture are 
parts of the same endeavour to make life better. There is no deep split 
between theory and practice, because on a pragmatist view all so-called 
'theory' which is not wordplay is always already practice. 

T o  treat beliefs not as representations but as habits of action, and 
words not as representations but as tools, is to make it pointless to ask, 
'Am I discovering or inventing, making or finding?' There is no point 
in dividing up the organisms' interaction with the environment in this 
way. Consider an example. We normally say that a bank account is 
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a social construction rather than an object in the natural world, 
where;s a giraHe is an object in the natural world rather than a social 
construction. Bank accounts arc made, giraffes are fbund. Now the 
truth in this view is simply that if there had been no human beings 
there would still have hren giraffes, whereas there would have been 
nu bank ;lccc?unts. But this causal independence of giraffes from 
humans dors not mean that giraffes are what they are apart from 
human neetls and interests. 

O n  thc contrary, wc rlrscribe giraffes in the way we do, as Riraffes, 
kc.causc ofour nccds and intcrcsts. We speak a language which includes 
the word '<irafk' hccause it suits our purposes to do so. The same goes 
li,r \tortls likc 'organ'. 'cell', 'atom', an(\ so on - the names of the parts 
orlc o r \~h ich  giratTes arc madc, so to speak. All the descriptions we give 
oI.tIling< ~ n .  clcsrription~ suited to o r~r  purposes. No sense can be made, 
\vt. 17raqtn;lt,ists ; m r g ~ ~ .  of thr claim that some ofthex descriptions pick 
ollt .n;lfI,r;l\ kinds' - \\,at thry cut nature at  thc joints. The line between 
;I air-al1i. ant1 thr sl~rrnr~ntling air is clear cnough if you are a human 
I,cirlK ir~trrrstrd in h~tn~ing. for meat. If you are a lan<qage-using ant 
or- ;ln~r,c.l,a. or a spacr \.n)taaer ohserving us from far above, that line 
is nor so rlc;rr, and it is not clear that you would need or have a word 
h r  'gir;llli.' in your language. More generally, it is not clear that any 
of. the millions of ways of. describing the piece of space time occupied 
1,). \ r b a ~  n c ,  call a ginfTr is any closer to the way th ing are in themselves 
than any of the  attic-rs Just as it seems pointless to ask whether a 
giridk is really a collection of atoms, or really a collection of actual 
iuntl possihlr sensations in human sense organs, or really something 
rlsc:, so thc question, 'Arc we describing it as it really is?' seems one 
MT nevcr need to ask. All we need to know is whether some competing 
description might he more useful for some of our purposes. 

'rhc relativity of descriptions topurposcs is the pragmatist's principal 
argumcnt b r  his antircprcsclltational view of knowledge - the view 
that inquiry aims at utility for us rather than an accurate account of 
how things are in themselves. Because every belief we have must be 
formulated in some lanp~agc or other, and because lan\guages are not 
attempts to copy what is out there, but rather tools for dealing with 
what is out there, there is no way to divide off 'the contribution to our 

knowledge made by the object' from 'the contribution to ourknowledge 
made by our subjectivi*'. Both the words we use and our willingness 
to affirm certain sentences using those words and not others are the 
products of fantastically complex causal connections between human 
organisms and the rest of the universe. There is no way to dividr up 
this web of causal connections so as to compare the relative amount 
of subjectivity and of objectivity in a given belie(. There is no way, as 
Wittgenstein has said, to come between language and its object, to 
divide the giraffe in itself from our ways of talking about gir&es. As 
Hilary Putnam, the leading contemporary pragmatist, has put it: 
'elements of what we caU "language" or "mind" penetrate so deeply 
into reality that the very project of representing ourselves as being 
"mappers" of something "language-independent" is fatally compro- 
mised from the start'. 

The Platonist dream of perfect howledge is the dream of stripping 
ourselves clean of everything that comes from inside us and opening 
ourselves without reservation to what is outside us. But this distinction 
between inside and outside, as I havr said earlier, is one which cannot 
be made once we adopt a bioloqistic view. If the Platonist is going to 
insist on that distinction, he has got to have an epistemolo,gy which 
does not link up in any interesting way with other disciplines. He will 
end up with an account of knowledge which turns its back on the 
rest of science This amounts to making knowledge into something 
supernatural, a kind of miracle. 

i The suggestion that everything we say and do and believe is a 
1 matter of fulfilling human needs and interests might seem simply a 

way of formulating the secularism of the Enlightenment - a way of 
saying that human being are on their own, and have no stpernatural 
light to guide them to the Truth. But of course the Enlightenment I 

replaced the idea of such supernatural guidance with the idea of a 
quasi-divine faculty called 'reason'. It is this idea which American 
pra<patists and post-Nietzschean European philosophers are attack- 
ing. What seems most shocking about their criticisms of this idea is 
not their description ofnatural science as an attempt to manage realiry 
rather than to represent it, Rather, it is their description of moral 






