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Robert B. Talisse/Scott F. Aikin (Hgg.), The Pragmatism Reader. From Peirce through the Present,
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 2011, 492 S., ISBN 978-0-691-13705-6 (geb.) 978-0-
691-13706-2 (tb).

This anthology covers eighteen authors from
Charles S. Peirce and William James to our con-
temporaries Cornel West, Susan Haack, Richard A.
Posner, Robert Brandom, Huw Price and Cheryl
Misak. The volume includes a total of 31 well-
known texts, “selected not only for the influence
they have exerted on professional philosophy but
also for the directness with which they address fa-
miliar philosophical issues” (9). The anthology is
preceded by an introduction (1–11) in which the
editors explain in some detail the scope of the col-
lection and their intentions: “The essays collected
in this volume trace the major developments asso-
ciated with pragmatism, from its founding to the
present. Looking at our table of contents, one no-
tices that we present pragmatism as a highly influ-
ential program within mainstream Anglophone
philosophy. Moreover, one will notice that we see
pragmatism as a persistent force throughout the
twentieth century and into the present. As it turns
out, the conception of pragmatism we have
adopted is highly controversial” (5).

In this sense, probably the main value of this
new anthology is the clear intention of its editors
to rewrite the standard narrative about the eclipse
of pragmatism in the United States in the twentieth
century, when it was supposedly replaced by logi-
cal positivism after World War II. Consequently,
Talisse and Aikin challenge this standard narrative,
holding that for “most of the influential figures in
mainstream philosophy from the past sixty years –
for example (and excluding those whose work is
collected in the present volume), Ludwig Wittgen-
stein, Bertrand Russell, Karl Popper, John Rawls,
John Searle, Daniel Dennett, Charles Taylor, Mi-
chael Dummett, and Jürgen Habermas – we find
that they either explicitly acknowledge a distinc-
tively pragmatist inheritance or take themselves to
be responding critically to identifiably pragmatist
arguments. Judged according to the centrality of
distinctively pragmatist theses concerning mean-
ing, truth, knowledge, and action to ongoing de-
bates in philosophy, pragmatism is easily among
the most successful philosophical trends of the past
two centuries” (6).

The present reviewer is sympathetic with this
approach which defends the relative centrality of
pragmatism in mainstream American philosophy:
the success of analytical philosophy in the United
States can be traced back to the pragmatist roots of

the American philosophical stage; also, the present
revival of pragmatism can be understood as a prag-
matist transformation of analytical philosophy. In-
stead of viewing the analytic movement as repre-
senting a sharp rupture with pragmatism, the most
recent resurgence of pragmatism suggests that
there has been a deep continuity between both
movements: the later one can be understood as a
refinement, as a genuine development of the earlier
movement.

In this sense, the title may be a little confusing,
since the volume contains a lot of classical analy-
tical philosophy, including Quine’s “On What There
is” (221–233) and Carnap’s “Empiricism, Semantics
and Ontology” (249–264). Both authors would
have rejected the inclusion of their texts in a col-
lection on pragmatism. On the contrary, there are
no texts from other classical pragmatist philoso-
phers like George Santayana or George Herbert
Mead.

The editors justify their selection with the fol-
lowing lines: “There is no distinctive philosophical
thesis common to all versions of pragmatism;
rather, the pragmatists assembled in this volume
share a common aspiration. More specifically, the
essays collected here represent varied attempts to
work out a version of naturalism committed to tak-
ing seriously the actual practices of human inves-
tigators. That is, the thread tying thinkers other-
wise as diverse as Peirce, Nelson Goodman,
W. V. O. Quine, Susan Haack, Richard Rorty, Ri-
chard Posner, and the others assembled in this vo-
lume is the pragmatist aspiration of devising a phi-
losophy that is at once naturalist and humanist, a
philosophy that fully respects the modern scientific
worldview without thereby losing contact with the
world of human practice” (3–4).

The collection succeeds in presenting a set of
texts exhibiting an identifiable blend of naturalism
and pragmatism, that is, a naturalist framework of
philosophy with two axis: a scientific worldview
and attention to human practices. In addition,
however, the reader will realize that the essays col-
lected in this volume reflect a wide variety of em-
phases on the distinctive elements of human ex-
perience: “Depending what aspect of human life
the authors take as most significant, their works
will follow certain trajectories with the problems
they address. […] What makes each of these authors
pragmatist is their emphasis on naturalistic and
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variously humanistic accounts of philosophical
problems and solutions. One of the reasons as to
the variety of pragmatisms is the variety of hu-
manisms available to pragmatists” (5).

According to the authors this collection is in-
tended for use in the classroom and also as a scho-
larly resource. All selections were originally writ-
ten as independent papers and are reprinted here,
without any annotation from the editors, except a
brief three-line presentation of each paper “provid-
ing the most general context for the piece” (10).

With this anthology, the editors succeed in pro-
viding texts that exhibit the continuity of pragma-
tist trends throughout twentieth century philoso-
phy. But, from a general point of view, the
remaining doubt is what is the gain of making
pragmatists of all the philosophers collected in the
anthology. According to the editors, most main-

stream American philosophers of the twentieth
century were pragmatist without knowing it. In
contrast, the subtitle of William James’ Pragma-
tism of 1907 comes to mind: A New Name for Some
Old Ways of Thinking1. As Hilary Putnam answered
when asked whether he was an analytic philoso-
pher, “Why can we not just be ‘philosophers’ with-
out an adjective?”2.
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Anmerkungen
1 James, W. (1907), Pragmatism. A New Name for
Some Old Ways of Thinking, New York.
2 Putnam, H. (1997), “A Half Century of Philoso-
phy, Viewed From Within”, in: Daedalus 126/1,
175–208, 203.
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