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FOREWORD

By Nicholas Rescher

Over the years | have written a good many books on a considerable
variety of philosophical topics. In my own mind, they combine to
tell a coherent story, so that something of an integrated overall system
emerges among varied details of more specialized studies. But this cir-
cumstance may not be apparent to the casual reader, and the very prolif-
eration cries out for synthesis. Here | see Michele Marsonet’s book as a
tour de force. For it manages to present in one single volume a cogent
and informative overview of my position in theoretical philosophy. In
accomplishing this task, Marsonet has succeeded admirably in making
my philosophical theses and theories accessible to colleagues who have
neither the time nor the patience to pursue them across many diverse
books. Moreover, hiswork provides an ample apparatus of references to
the relevant literature produced by myself and by my critics to enable
the reader whose interest is piqued by a particular idea to find the way to
further details.

A particularly valuable feature of Marsonet’s book lies in its provi-
sion of context. His wide ranging and deeply informed knowledge of
American philosophy enables him to position my work in the wider set-
ting of its relationships with various contemporary American and other
colleagues. For the fact is that my philosophical views have often been
stimulated by reaction to and opposition against the writings of others. |
have had bones to pick with Davidson on conceptual schemes, with
Feyerabend on rational inquiry, with Habermas on consensus, with Pop-
per on objectivity, with Putnam on evolutionary epistemology, with
Kripke on possible worlds, with Rorty on the task of philosophy and the
nature of pragmatism, and so on. Marsonet throws an instructive and in-
teresting light upon most of these conflicts and controversies. Highly in-
teresting, too, is his analysis of my views as alaunching-pad for atelling
critique of analytic philosophy in itstraditional guise.

If this book induces its readers to look directly into some of my
own—as | expect it will—there is one aspect of my writing that they
should be aware of, namely that it has unfolded over the years in an es-
sentially exfoliative way. A few chapters—or even paragraphs—in ear-
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lier books have provided the ideational basis from which an entire sub-
sequent book developed. This process has made for an element of re-
dundancy which (as it seems to me) isin any case inevitable in a writer
whose ideas are systemically interconnected across diverse topics. Repe-
tition across different books is the price that a systematic expositor must
pay to secure the interdependent readability of hisworks.

In science things are not ssimple, nor yet in life. And so we cannot ex-
pect simplicity in philosophy either. Philosophers are always struggling
to manage complexity. They strive—not always successfully—to do jus-
tice to complicated issues in language that is accessible and easily un-
derstood. In this regard, | think that Michele Marsonet has succeeded
admirably and | am greatly in his debt. | heartily recommend his book as
offering readable, accurate, and highly informative introduction to my
philosophy.

Nicholas Rescher
Pittsburgh PA
April 2008
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his volume is meant to be a natural continuation of my book The Pri-

macy of Practical Reason: an essay on Nicholas Rescher’s Philoso-
phy, published in 1996. In that context | dealt with ailmost all aspects of
Rescher’ s thought, with the exception of ethics and value theory. | then felt
that this was a serious lack and decided to write a new volume in order to
provide the reader with a more complete account. The reader will then
find, in the seventh chapther, three new paragraphs on Rescher’s ethical
views. “What Is Morality?’, “Morality and Rationality”, and “Relativism
and Absolutism”

| heard first about Nicholas Rescher while writing my dissertation on
many-valued logics at the University of Genoain the 1970’s. The literature
on the subject was then—as it is now—rather fragmentary, and a teacher
from another university pointed out to me that Rescher had actually written
a comprehensive survey—just what | badly needed. However, getting an
American book in Italy in those years was no easy task, and | remember
being rather desperate because of the long delay (after all, my graduation
was at stake). Subsequently | met Rescher personaly, the first time when |
was a graduate student in the Philosophy Department of the University of
Pittsburgh, and then as a Visiting Fellow at the Pittsburgh Center for Phi-
losophy of Science. Given his kindness and generosity, it comes now to my
mind that it would have been better to write directly to him explaining my
situation: for | would surely have received the volume in a much shorter
time. So Many-Valued Logic was the first book by him that | read, and it is
thus even too natural that | keep a sort of special “affection” for it.

Rescher is certainly different from the average American philosopher,
who is (or at least was, until quite recently) usually interested only in tech-
nical issues. One undoubtedly detects a*“ continental” flavor in hiswritings,
which display a great concern for wholeness and system. In this respect, he
reminds me of Wilfrid Sellars, a great philosopher whose lectures | had the
good fortune to attend in Pittsburgh. It seems to me that Rescher’s system
provides an interesting way out from the crisis of analytic philosophy (a
crisis that really exists, despite many colleagues firm denias in this re-
gard).

In my opinion, the evolutionary-pragmatic type of explanation has ac-
quired in the more recent phase of his thought a prominent role, and thisis
why his latest writings differ to a certain extent from the previous ones. A
development, which is both historical and theoretical, can thus be clearly
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detected in Rescher’s speculative evolution, where the importance of the
pragmatist elements (especially related to C.S. Peirce and C.I. Lewis) has
continued to grow with the passing of time. This explains why, in my
book, the quotations from Rescher’s latest works are more numerous than
those drawn from the former ones. For Rescher has of late both put for-
ward various new insights and addressed objections that were previously
raised against his theses. In writing the book, it frequently happened to me
to find that objections raised in the 1970’'s or early 80's were addressed
and satisfactorily answered in subsequent works of his.

It should be clear from the onset that this is not meant to be a “critical”
essay on Rescher but, rather, an introduction to his philosophical system.
The readers interested in deepening its knowledge will find in the present
book all the bibliographical references necessary for carrying this job out
at best. The three miscellaneous anthologies that have been published, re-
spectively, in the late 1970’s, in the early 80’ s and in 1998, provide aready
such a critical account'. What is still missing, however, is an introductory
book to Rescher’s philosophy, i.e. a volume that could lead the reader to
understand what our author really claims by giving a schematic—but com-
prehensive—account of his views on the various philosophical topics.
Naturally Rescher published A System of Pragmatic Idealism® but this
work is made up by three distinct (and large) volumes, and so | thought
that a much shorter book was needed in order to achieve the objective
stated above.

The most common objection raised against Rescher is the following:
“He writes too much” (it is, indeed, a leitmotiv of all those unwilling to
discuss his ideas). But is it a serious philosophical objection? After all, it
was analytic philosophy that set up the paradigm according to which phi-
losophers must write as little as possible. Whoever knows history of phi-
losophy understands that, up to the beginning of past century, things were
quite different, and we have plenty of philosophers of the past who wrote
more extensively than Rescher himself. The fact is that the analytic para-
digm is not going to be eternal. Nothing is eternal in human affairs, not
even philosophical paradigms (let alone the scientific ones), and we can
certainly expect that it will be replaced as well at some point. As a matter
of fact, many philosophers—including several who had held an analytic
position early on in their careers—claim that it has already been replaced
to a certain extent. Richard Rorty is perhaps the best known among them,
but we have other cases like Richard Nozick and even Hilary Putnam,
whose attitude towards analytic philosophy and the linguistic turn has
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changed a great deal in the last two decades.® Many others, however, mani-
fest bewilderment or even indignation if someone starts talking about the
crisis of analytic philosophy. They seem to be living and working in a sort
of Kuhnian paradigm, albeit in philosophy and not in science. A philoso-
pher of this kind totally lives inside a paradigm, and the thought that there
might be something el se outside does not even come to his mind.

| repeat here the amusing story about Rescher that Ernest Sosa and
Robert Almeder have already reported in the anthologies they edited: be-
hind the name of Nicholas Rescher there is no single person, but a whole
committee of philosophers, similar to the committee of French mathemati-
cians behind the name of Bourbaki. But thisis not true, of course, and Re-
scher himself explains how he can manage to write so much in his autobi-
ography. However, most of the authors contributing to Sosa’' s anthology,
and some of those included in Almeder’s, deal with Rescher asif he were a
full-fledged analytic philosopher. But this is not correct, as | hope this
book will show. Rescher maintains—to a certain extent—the analytic style
of writing and addressing the issues, but is at the same time very far away
from what he defines as the “analytic ideology.” This simply means that, if
one approaches his philosophy by using an exclusively analytic viewpoint,
he will not be likely to get a good comprehension of the whole picture.

This is a book on Rescher’s philosophy, and so | tried to be as neutral
and objective as possible. But “absolute” objectivity, as Rescher himself
teaches, is not something which we humans can attain, so that some per-
sona opinions clearly transpire from the text. In particular, | regard his
pragmatism and naturalism as more important than his idealism. His ideal-
ism is mild because his pragmatist outlook is so strong, and the “primacy
of practice” is the motto that, in my view, best captures the essence of his
thought. The tradition where he really belongs is the American pragmatism
of Charles S. Peirce, William James, John Dewey and Clarence |. Lewis,
which of course does not mean to deny that other traditions, like the ideal-
istic one of Hegel and Bradley, have had a strong influence on him. If the
book will succeed in convincing its readers that thisis really the case, what
| take to be its basic task will be accomplished.

Genoa
April 2008
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Nozick run from p. 55 to p. 85.



Chapter 1

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

1. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PRAGMATISM FOR CONTEMPORARY
PHILOSOPHY

Traditionally, pragmatism deems the quest for absolute truth or certainty
meaningless. It takes into serious account, instead, the question of ob-
jectivity, i.e. the possibility of finding a method for ascertaining which, out
of many plausible solutions to a particular problem, is objectively the best
one. Think, for example, of the very way in which we acquire our beliefs.
Our convictions about the structure of reality and, consequently, our repre-
sentations, perceptions and theories, form a complex and articulate system.
How do we behave, however, when a new belief enters our cognitive hori-
zon, especially if it cannot be easily reconciled with other—and older—
beliefs? Pragmatism’s traditional answer is Darwinian in character, and is
based on the concept of the “fight for survival.”* In other words, when a
new belief arises we try to accomodate it into our system. If the attempt is
successful everything looks fine. Sometimes, however, radical changes
take place, and we prefer to keep the new belief even though this move is
likely to cause the abandonment of many beliefs previously held. We have,
thus, an endless war for survival among theories, ideas and worldviews,
and this war will eventually be won by the most suitable theories (that isto
say, by those theories that give us a better explanation and comprehension
of the surrounding reality).

And why are certain beliefs thought to be more decisive than others?
Why is it that some levels of reality are commonly held to be important,
while others are not? The reply is provided, once again, by the theory of
natural selection. For instance, those people claiming that the phenomena
of magic and witchcraft are “more real” than scientific ones are inevitably
likely to have practical problemsin the course of their daily life. Utility on
the one side, and practice on the other are thus the two key-concepts on
which the speculative building of pragmatism is founded. An interesting
and controversia fact regarding primarily the social sciences may at this
point be noted. A consistent pragmatist would say that even in the politi-
cal-social domain an endless fight for survival takes place, so that a politi-



Michele Marsonet e Idealism and Praxis

cal, economic or socia theory’s validity relies only on its explanatory
power and practical utility. In the economic sphere, for instance, the fall of
the Berlin’s Wall shows that the free market theories, notwithstanding their
many limits, give rise to social and political structures that work, while the
theories based on the so-called collective property of productive means do
not (and this despite the permanent fascination such theories continue to
exert on many intellectuals).

It can hardly be denied, however, that the pure free-market process is
not able to run, just by itself, highly complex societies such as the ones in
which we live today. This would show, according to some detractors of the
free market theories (and of pragmatism as well), that the two key-concepts
mentioned above—utility and practice—cannot be the only foundations of
human social and political life. An obvious answer to these criticismsis: It
al depends on what you take utility and practice to be, and on how you
choose to connect them to the primary human interests. We shall examine
In a successive chapter the reply that Rescher’ s particular brand of pragma-
tism gives to objections of this kind.?

The pragmatists assume that all men qua men share a certain portion of
reality, that is to say a common set of perceptions and representations; this
common set in turn produces shared beliefs which form a reasonably ob-
jective basis to implement action. Naturally we have here an objectivity
that is quite different from the classical one, conceived of as faithful repre-
sentation of a reality independent from the knowing subject. But this
“weak” objectivity is, according to the pragmatists, all that we have at our
disposal, and this means that it must be our starting premise.®> What is,
then, the best theory of which the representatives of the pragmatist tradi-
tion keep talking? It is nothing but the theory that allows us to organize in
the best possible way the sensory perceptions that all men qua men share,
and which give in turn rise to beliefs that are both firm and difficult to be
abandoned.

The relatively recent rediscovery of the pragmatist tradition in the
United States has given new strength to the aforementioned theses, which
are—at least to a certain extent—compatible with the general views main-
tained by analytic philosophy. The decline of the analytic tradition® might
thus be contrasted just by intensifying its dialogue with pragmatism, as Re-
scher has proceeded to do starting from the late 1960’'s. There is undoubt-
edly some truth in the vision—indebted to T.S. Kuhn's theses—of analysis
conceived of as a philosophical paradigm which, following a quite long
blooming period, is bound to be replaced by other and newer paradigms.
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The process of replacement, however, need not be total and violent. Re-
scher’s own work shows that analytic philosophy can protect its precious
methodological heritage by interacting with other—and substantially com-
patible—trends of thought. Rescher has in fact consistently developed in-
sights contained in some papers of Quine published in the 1950's and
60's’, combining a pragmatist background with analytic methodology.
Other authors—like Putnam, Rorty and, within certain limits, Davidson—
have subsequently followed the same path, even though the common label
“neopragmatism” hides more often than not deep disagreements.’

One of the main reasons why analytic philosophers in general maintain
a suspicious attitude towards pragmatism is the alleged pragmatist undere-
valuation of modern formal logic. Of course, this argument does not apply
to Charles S. Peirce, whose contributions to modern logic are undeniable’;
but Peirce is somehow distant in time, and the memory is more likely to go
to John Dewey. As a matter of fact, it must be recognized that a contempo-
rary formal logician may find many—and, from his point of view, unpleas-
ant—surprises by reading Dewey’s masterpiece Logic: the Theory of In-
quiry 8. This work in fact criticizes the basic assumptions of modern sym-
bolic logic as it developed from Boole on, and which found an explicit and
precise formulation in the Vienna Circle’' s manifesto. Since the meaning of
any scientific statement must be ultimately specifiable by having recourse
to assertions concerning empirical data, even the meaning of scientific
concepts, no matter what scientific field they belong to, must be ultimately
reduced to concepts of the lowest possible level, i.e. concepts related to
elementary empirical data themselves. In this full-fledged reductionist ap-
proach logical analysis plays a fundamental role, because it is geared to the
neopositivist scientific world-view.

Dewey’s Logic is a forerunner of the criticisms that post-empiricist
thinkers subsequently addressed to this kind of scientific world-view. If
this vision is seen from an historical perspective it soon turns out to be a
style of reasoning among others, and its philosophical roots can be easily
traced back to Ernst Mach'’s theses and to the logical atomism endorsed by
Bertrand Russell and by the early Ludwig Wittgenstein in the Tractatus.
This means that even logic livesin history. Neither isits formulation estab-
lished once and forever, nor can it be superimposed as a paradigm that
must be accepted without discussion. Contrary to nepositivism and the ma-
jority of the analytic tradition, Dewey—Iike all pragmatists—does not
draw a clear and rigid boundary line between subject on the one side, and
object on the other. Such aline is a functional distinction that we adopt in





