Syllabus

Philosophy 590-003 Seminar in Contemporary Pragmatisms: Rorty, Putnam and West

Semester: Fall 2007

Meets: T 18:30-21:00, Faner #3059

Professor: Randall E. Auxier

Office: Faner Hall #3030
      Phone: 453-7437

       E-mail: personalist61@yahoo.com   Office Hours: MR 10:00-12:00; W 2:30-5:00

Texts to be Purchased: 

Rorty, Richard. Philosophy and Social Hope. New York: Penguin Books, 1999. ISBN 0140262881.
Putnam, Hilary. Ethics without Ontology. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004. ISBN 0674018516.

Putnam, Hilary. Words and Life. Ed. James Conant. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995. ISBN 0674956079.
West, Cornel. The American Evasion of Philosophy. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989. ISBN 0299119645.
West, Cornel. Beyond Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism, Vol. 1: Prophetic Thought in Postmodern Times. Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 1993. ISBN 1567510043.
Optional Text:

West, Cornel. Keeping Faith: Philosophy and Race in America. New York: Routledge, 1993. ISBN 0415910285.
Photocopied or Electronic Handouts:
James W. Allard, “Idealism, Pragmatism, and the World Well Lost,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).

Randall Auxier, “The Decline of Evolutionary Naturalism in Later Pragmatism,” in Pragmatism: From Progressivism to Postmodernism, eds. David DePew and Robert Hollinger (New York: Praeger Books, 1995), 180-207.

Raymond D. Boisvert,  “Richard Rorty: Philosopher of the Common Man, Almost,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).

Harvey Cormier, “Richard Rorty and Cornel West on the Point of Pragmatism,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).
Charles Hartshorne, “Rorty’s Pragmatism & Farewell to the Age of Faith and Enlightenment,” in Rorty and Pragmatism: The Philosopher Responds to His Critics, ed. Herman .J. Saatkamp (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1995), 16-28.
Jacquelyn Kegley, “False Dichotomies and Missed Metaphors: Genuine Individuals Need Genuine Communities,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).

Hilary Putnam, “Pragmatism Resurgent: A Reading of The American Evasion of Philosophy,” in Cornel West: A Critical Reader, ed. George Yancy (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, Inc., 2001), 19-37.

Hilary Putnam, “Richard Rorty on Reality and Justification,” in Rorty and His Critics, ed. Robert Brandom (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 81-87.
Richard Rorty, “Hilary Putnam and the Relativist Menace,” in Truth and Progress: Philosophical Papers, vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 43-62.
Richard Rorty, “Intellectual Autobiography,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).

Richard Rorty, “The Philosopher and the Prophet,” in Transition 52 (1991), 70-78.
Richard Rorty, “Putnam, Pragmatism, and Parmenides,” in The Philosophy of Hilary Putnam, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 34 (LaSalle: Open Court, 2009, forthcoming).
Richard Rorty, “Reply to James W. Allard,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).
Richard Rorty, “Reply to Raymond D. Boisvert,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).

Richard Rorty, “Reply to Harvey Cormier,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).
Richard Rorty, “Reply to Jacquelyn Kegley,” in The Philosophy of Richard Rorty, Library of Living Philosophers, vol. 32 (LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 2008, forthcoming).

Richard Rorty, “Response to Charles Hartshorne,” in Rorty and Pragmatism: The Philosopher Responds to His Critics, ed. Herman .J. Saatkamp (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1995),  29-36.

Richard Rorty, “Response to Hilary Putnam,” in Rorty and His Critics, ed. Robert Brandom (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), 87-90..

Radio Debate between Rorty and Putnam, August 21, 2002: http://www.chicagopublicradio.org/audio_library/od_raaug02.asp

Course Description:

To hear some people tell it, especially at the Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy, Richard Rorty and the new wave of pragmatist philosophers are not “real pragmatists” at all. One would begin to gather the impression at such meetings that a “real” pragmatist is someone who re-states in slightly different words whatever Dewey or James said, with an occasional nod to Peirce or Mead. But there is a difference between a scholar of pragmatism’s history and the on-going development of pragmatic philosophy. Pragmatic philosophy is alive and well, and its contemporary proponents –Rorty, West, Putnam, James Conant, Robert Brandom, Jeffrey Stout, and others, seldom appear in the same places as the “scholars.” Contemporary pragmatists are uninterested in antiquarian details about Dewey and James, and have become pragmatists in part because the think it liberated them from such concerns (for better and for worse). I hazard to guess that Dewey would not have attended meetings of the Society for the Advancement of Hegelian Philosophy in his day, had there been one, to find out where he might have missed a few points Hegel made, so there is a case to be made that Dewey would have appeared to those of his day in much the way contemporary pragmatists appear to the present scholars of pragmatism. And I would suppose, without much fear of being wrong, that such a society of Hegelians would have regarded Dewey as a monstrous distorter of Hegelian truths, in much the way that Deweyan scholars regard Rorty as a great distorter of Deweyan insights.

So be it. Pragmatism is not and never has been limited to what the scholars may legislate. If a group of scholars adjudges Rorty to be an inferior philosopher, to Dewey or whomever, then it will likely say that contemporary philosophy is in a poor condition. That may be so, but a pragmatist can ill afford to ignore the current situation, all the more so if the current situation is problematic. Pragmatists wrestle with problems, and only secondarily with figures who wrote about earlier versions of those problems. Rorty was, and West and Putnam still are, seriously about the business of engaging problems. If they do not do it well, it is probably not primarily because they have misread Dewey or James, or because they are less than ideal scholars of the history of philosophy. Dewey and James were less than ideal scholars of the history of philosophy, and they often misread the major figures, and even more often misread one another. If contemporary pragmatists are not confronting contemporary problems adequately, it may be that their philosophical imaginations are not equal to the task of re-conceiving those problems in terms that facilitate either their solution or their amelioration. The development of philosophical imagination in the present is a likely solution. History can assist in that, but just as often as it helps, history kills imagination.

In this course, we will confront Rorty, West and Putnam not primarily as interpreters of the history of philosophy, but as pragmatists. We will struggle with what it means to be a pragmatist today, not what it meant for Dewey or James. We will seek pragmatic criteria for grasping the proposed solutions to the problems contemporary pragmatists address, and we will attempt to assess whether these problems have been understood in ways that point to “getting over” or getting around those problems. We will not be concerned with whether any of our principal figures has Dewey or James “right.” Our central questions will concern whether the problems of contemporary pragmatists are the most important problems, and whether those problems might be better addressed in ways other than those proposed by Rorty, West, and Putnam. 

The problems we will concentrate on are: (1) what is truth? (2) what is the relation between fact and value? (3) what is the relation between public and private? (4) what is the relationship between culture and politics? (5) what is the scope and what are the limits of philosophy? (6) is there knowledge apart from language?

Objectives:

By the end of the course, students will have become well-versed in the most prominent discussions in contemporary pragmatism. The students will not only understand contemporary pragmatism, but will have learned to apply it to a problem. By related presentations and final papers students will have completed projects suitable for presentation at professional conferences.

Requirements:

Attendance: 10% Since this seminar meets only once per week, attendance in every session is extremely important. If you have to miss for any reason, inform the instructor by phone or e-mail before class. If you miss more than one class without being excused, you will forfeit the attendance portion of the course grade.

Presentation: 30% This is a seminar. Each student will be expected to give a 2000-2500 word presentation, essentially a book review, on one of the books from the list at the end of this syllabus. Liberal (but un-ironic) communication with the professor in preparing the presentation is advisable. The presentation should be geared to an audience that has not read anything on the topic being presented, and also to the principal themes of the course. Students should select a book for review that treats in a central way the topic that same student will address in the final paper, so that the book review may be incorporated into the final paper.

Final Paper: 30% Each student will prepare a final research paper of not less than 12 pp. on a topic approved by the instructor. The topic may not be historical. It must address a genuine problem (this may, of course, be a philosophical problem, but it needs to inspire “genuine doubt,” i.e., you cannot assume something is a problem just because some authority, like Rorty or Dewey, says it is a problem; the problematic situation has to be formulated). Students should meet with the instructor during office hours before November 1 to discuss the topic for the final paper.  All papers are to use Chicago style documentation. The criteria on which the paper will be graded are as follows:

“Consider what effects, which might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the objects of our conception to have.  Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object.”

To save time, let me summarize what these sentences mean for this class, bypassing the issue of what they actually do mean (pragmatists are allowed to do this, since I will never know, and neither will you, what Peirce took himself to mean). Here is the method, in nine easy steps:

(1) When you think, you are thinking about something (unless you are a politician).

(2) Ask yourself: “How should I define the thing I’m thinking about, i.e., what are its characteristics and limits?” This is the “concept” of the object.

(3) It turns out that whatever you are thinking about has effects on the world (whether you like it or not), so now just think of those effects.

(4) Now try thinking of your object in at least two different ways.

(5) Take stock of the practical consequences that follow from thinking about it first one way, then the other.

(6) If there is no difference, you’re thinking of the same object in the same way (i.e., you’ve made no difference that makes a difference).

(7) If there is a difference, you’re either conceiving the object in pragmatic terms (measurable by the different consequences), or you are thinking of two different objects. If the latter, start over until you achieve the former. Only then may you move to step (8).

(8) The list of the differences in conceived effects is what you use to find solutions to your problem; to render the situation more settled than it was before. Assess the differences. 

(9) Solve or ameliorate the problem (i.e., free yourself from the genuine doubt that was inhibiting thinking or acting).

I expect to see these steps made explicit in your final paper. There will be practical consequences. You are to use the texts we study in this class, but you are not to produce something that is primarily commentary on those figures. If one of these figures says something you do not understand, just admit it or ignore it and use the parts you do understand. You are not being evaluated in this paper on your ability to untangle the minutiae of academic texts. I am looking for some insight into how to think about some genuine problem.

Weekly Questions: 30% Here is where we do endeavor to understand the text as well as we can. To facilitate discussion, students will be responsible for formulating questions from the reading each week.  Enrollment for the course is fairly large, so you will be divided into two groups, an A Group and a B Group.  Each week the students in one of these groups will be responsible for sending me their questions for that week’s class meeting no later than Monday at noon.  This is not difficult to do once you get used to it.  The address to post to is personalist61@yahoo.com.  Students should also bring a printed copy of their questions to the class meeting, and be prepared to read it if called upon.  Questions must be formulated according to the following guidelines:

All questions must begin with a context summary of two or three sentences (including explicit reference to the relevant pages), and must be formulated as one of the following four types of questions (and you must state which type of question you are asking, explicitly): internal, external, practical or comparative. Internal questions aim at simply understanding the theory we are studying. External questions analyze and criticize the bases, assumptions, and philosophical implications of that theory. Practical questions deal with the consequences, theoretical and practical, of proceeding upon the assumed truth of a given theory. Examples of these three types are provided below:

I. Internal Questions:


1. What is “truth” according to Rorty in this reading?


2. What does West mean by “prophetic”?


3. What is Putnam’s method in this reading?


4. How does a claim made in one part of Rorty’s text relate to a claim made 


in another place?

II. External Questions:

1. Is Rorty’s method self-consistent and does he always employ in his own thinking and reasoning the method he advocates?


2. According to what principles and assumptions is West’s method justified


as “knowledge”?


3. What is assumed to be real and unreal in Putnam’s worldview as presented in 


this reading?


4. What criteria can we use to determine the truth or falsity of the central


assertions in this reading?


5. Does Rorty employ his technical terminology consistently in this reading?

III. Practical Questions:

1. If Rorty’s view is correct, then how would we explain a phenomenon like communication of moral ideals?


2. How would culture and politics be different if West’s view of the world 


came to be accepted as true?

IV. Comparative questions bring together two or more views by comparing the answers to internal, external, or practical questions in two different readings.  For example: “What is the relationship between the method in The American Evasion of Philosophy and Ethics without Ontology?” is a comparative internal question.  Or, “Is Rorty’s account of language in the earlier writings consistent with his later account?” is a comparative external question.  Or, “Does Rorty’s liberal ironism lead more readily to self-knowledge than West’s prophetic pragmatism?”  This is a comparative practical question.

Post your questions on time. You will lose credit at the rate of one letter grade per hour late. Even if you have already made an “F” on a question for being late, you can still get half credit for posting it before class time. Observations about how one might respond to your question are welcome, but concision is desired. Do not send me dissertations. Boiling the assignment down to a single good question, expressed in two concise paragraphs (one a text summary, the other containing the question) is a part of the chore.

Tentative Schedule (subject to change with only in-class notice):

Aug. 21: Introduction, Course Mechanics. The background of contemporary pragmatism, or what is living and what is dead in the inheritance from the classical pragmatists. 

Aug. 28: Overview of Rorty. Read Rorty, “Intellectual Autobiography”; Rorty, “Relativism: Finding and Making,” and “Trotsky and the Wild Orchids” (in Philosophy and Social Hope, xvi-xxxii, 3-20); Allard, “Idealism, Pragmatism, and the World Well Lost”; Charles Hartshorne, “Rorty’s Pragmatism & Farewell to the Age of Faith and Enlightenment”; Rorty, “Reply to James W. Allard”; and Rorty, “Response to Charles Hartshorne.” Questions from Group A.
Sept. 4: Rorty’s Pragmatism. Read Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 23-113. Questions from Group B. Student Presentation: Bratkowski, Essays on Heidegger and Others.
Sept. 11: Applications of Rorty’s Pragmatism. Read Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 114-189; 201-209; 229-239; 243-261. Questions from Group A. Student Presentations: Bell, Achieving Our Country/Take Care of Freedom; and Hills, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity.
Sept. 18: Assessing Rorty in the Pragmatic Tradition. Read Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 262-277; Jacquelyn Kegley, “False Dichotomies and Missed Metaphors: Genuine Individuals Need Genuine Communities”; Raymond Boisvert, “Richard Rorty: Philosopher of the Common Man, Almost”; Rorty, “Reply to Jacquelyn Kegley,” and “Reply to Raymond Boisvert”; Randall Auxier, “The Decline of Evolutionary Naturalism in Later Pragmatism.” Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Guentchev, Objectivity, Relativism and Truth.
Sept. 25:  Assessing Rorty in Contemporary Pragmatism. Read Hilary Putnam, “Richard Rorty on Reality and Justification,” 81-87; West, The American Evasion, ch. 5; Harvey Cormier, “Richard Rorty and Cornel West on the Point of Pragmatism.” Questions from Group A. Student Presentation: Petre, Recovering Pragmatism’s Voice
Oct. 2: West and the Classical Pragmatic Tradition. Read American Evasion, pp. 3-111. Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Gillespie, Ethical Dimensions of Marxist Thought
Oct. 9: West and the Inheritors of Pragmatism. Read American Evasion, pp. 112-181, 211-239. Questions from Group A.  Student Presentation: Raess, Prophesy Deliverance.

Oct. 16: West’s Prophetic Pragmatism. Read American Evasion, 211-239; Beyond Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism, 3-83. Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Jostedt, Prophetic Fragments.
Oct. 23: Applications of Prophetic Pragmatism and Assessment of West. Read West, Beyond Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism, pp. 87-158; Rorty, “The Philosopher and the Prophet”; Putnam, “Pragmatism Resurgent: A Reading of The American Evasion of Philosophy.” Questions from Group A.  Student Presentations: Jordan, Race Matters; John, Democracy Matters.
Oct. 30: Putnam on the Inheritance of Pragmatism. Read Words and Life, pp. 151-241. Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Farrington, The Three-fold Cord. 
Nov. 6: Putnam on Ontology. Read Putnam, Ethics without Ontology, pp. 1-85.  Questions from Group A.

Nov. 13: Putnam on Pragmatism and Enlightenment. Read Putnam, Ethics without Ontology, pp. 89-129. Questions from Group B.  Student Presentation: Solymosi, Collapse of the Fact/Value Distinction.
Nov. 20: Thanksgiving break.

Nov. 27: Putnam on Truth and Reality. Read Words and Life, pp. 295-350. Questions from Group A. Student Presentation: Niemocynski, Renewing Philosophy.
Dec. 4: Applications and Assessment of Putnam’s “Pragmatism.” Read Words and Life, pp. xi-lxxvi (Conant’s “Introduction”), 391-402, 513-522; Rorty, “Hilary Putnam and the Relativist Menace,” and “Putnam, Pragmatism, and Parmenides.”  Listen: Radio Debate, Rorty /Putnam: http://www.chicagopublicradio.org/audio_library/od_raaug02.asp. 

Questions from Group B.
Dec. 11: Papers due.

Books for Presentation
Hilary Putnam. The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and Other Essays. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002.
Hilary Putnam. The Many Faces of Realism. LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1987.

Hilary Putnam. Pragmatism. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995.
Hilary Putnam. Realism with a Human Face. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990.
Hilary Putnam. Renewing Philosophy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

Hilary Putnam. The Threefold Cord: Mind, Body, and World. New York: Columbia University Press, 1999.

Richard Rorty. Achieving Our Country. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998. AND Take Care of Freedom and Truth Will Take Care of Itself. Ed. Eduardo Mendieta. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006.

Richard Rorty. Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.
Richard Rorty. Essays on Heidegger and Others: Philosophical Papers, vol. 2. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.
Richard Rorty. Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth: Philosophical Papers, vol. 1. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.

Richard Rorty. Philosophy as Cultural Politics: Philosophical Papers, vol. 4. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.
Richard Rorty. Truth and Progress: Philosophical Papers, vol. 3. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cornel West. Beyond Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism, Volume Two: Prophetic Reflections, Notes on Race and Power in America. Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 1993.
Cornel West. Democracy Matters: Winning the Fight against Imperialism. New York: Penguin Books, 2004.
Cornel West. The Ethical Dimensions of Marxist Thought. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1991.
Cornel West. Keeping Faith: Philosophy and Race in America. New York: Routledge, 1993.
Cornel West. Prophesy Deliverance! An Afro-American Revolutionary Christianity. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1982.

Cornel West. Prophetic Fragments. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdman’s, 1988.

Cornel West. Race Matters. Boston: Beacon Press, 1993. AND West and Roberto Unger. The Future of American Progressivism. Boston: Beacon Press, 1998.

Cornel West and Sylvia Anne Hewlett. The War against Parents. New York: Mariner Books, 1999.

Emergency Procedures:
Southern Illinois University Carbondale is committed to providing a safe and healthy environment for study and work. Because some health and safety circumstances are beyond our control, we ask that you become familiar with the SIUC Emergency Response Plan and Building Emergency Response Team (BERT) program.

Emergency response information is available on posters in buildings on campus, available on the BERT’S website at www.bert.siu.edu, Department of Public Safety's website www.d~s.siu.edu (disaster drop down) and in the Emergency Response Guidelines pamphlet. Know how to respond to each type of emergency.

Instructors will provide guidance and direction to students in the classroom in the event of an emergency affecting your location. It is important that you follow these instructions and stay with your instructor during an evacuation or sheltering emergency. The Building Emergency Response Team will provide assistance to your instructor in evacuating the building or sheltering within the facility.

� C.S. Peirce, The Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition, eds. E. Moore, C.J. Kloesel, et al. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1986), vol. 3, p. 266.





