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Editorial Note 

Roberto Frega, Filipe Carreira da Silva 

Pragmatism and the Social Sciences: a Century of Influences and Interactions, vol. 2 

This issue continues the symposia on Pragmatism and the Social Sciences: a Century 

of Influences and Interactions that has appeared in the vol. 2, year 2011 of this journal. For 

a general introduction to the issue we refer readers to our Editorôs introduction to the 

volume 1. 

This new issue, inspired by the same criteria used in the making of the first, is divided 

in three sections. 

In the first section, titled ñClassical Pragmatists and contemporary sociologyò contains 

three papers, all dealing in different ways with the question of the legacy of pragmatism to 

contemporary social theory. All three papers tackle different strands of the appropriation of 

pragmatism in French social theory from Pierre Bourdieu to contemporary pragmatic soci-

ology. 

In the second section, titled ñLaw, Power, and the prospects of a pragmatist social theo-

ryò, the selected articles deal with more specific issues in social and political theory, al-

ways in ways that focus on the distinct contribution of the pragmatist tradition to contem-

porary research. The papers address issues that are of concern for social theory in broad 

sense, as well as for more specific fields such as international relation theory, the theory of 

power, the theory of historiography. 

In the last section, titled ñContemporary appropriationsò, we have gathered articles that 

explore issues that extend beyond social theory to cover fields such as the cognitive scienc-

es, communication studies, and educational theory. 

This volume closes the project. We hope that the articles published in both volumes 

will be of interest to philosophers as well as to scholars coming from other fields, and we 

hope in this way to have contributed to a broader understanding of pragmatism as a cultural 

enterprise that encompasses an increasing larger sphere of contemporary reflection.
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Tullio Viola*  

Peirce and Iconology: Habitus, Embodiment, and the Analogy between Philosophy and Ar-

chitecture
1
 

Abstract. ñ[I]t is the belief men betray, and not that which they parade which has to be 

studiedò. This short Peircean sentence has been the subject of important yet underrated at-

tention in the reception of Peirceôs philosophy, passing through the art historians Edgar 

Wind and Erwin Panofsky and arriving finally at Bourdieu. This paper explores the affini-

ties between Peirceôs and Panofksyôs thinking, as well as their historical connections and 

their common sources, taking its cue from an analysis of the similar arguments the two 

authors offer to justify the analogy between Gothic architecture and Scholasticism. The 

fulcrum for the comparison between Peirce and Panofsky is located in the writings of Ed-

gar Wind: a leading figure, this article proposes, in the history of European pragmatism. 

I. Introduction: From Peirce to Sociology, via Panofsky 

The starting point of this paper is a thus far barely remarked upon ï and at first blush 

somewhat negligible ï textual consonance: both the philosopher Charles S. Peirce and the 

art historian Erwin Panofsky have written about the classic analogy between Gothic archi-

tecture and Scholastic philosophy. 

Panofsky, of course, dedicated one of his most famous and debated books ï the 1951 

Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism ï to the topic; while Peirce addressed it almost in 

passing, first in his renowned review of Berkeley, and then, even less systematically, in a 

number of subsequent manuscripts and papers. This asymmetry notwithstanding, and also 

in spite of the fact that no direct connection among these texts is extant, I shall maintain in 

what follows that such a convergence does have a theoretical weight: one that may help us 

better to assess and historically locate the more general contact points between Peirceôs 

thinking and iconology. 

Panofsky did in fact know of Peirce, whom he quoted in a number of passages dealing 

with the justification of iconological method. All these passages refer to one single phrase 

of the American thinker, one which at first seems peripheral but which actually (as we shall 

see) goes to the heart of his philosophy: ñit is the belief men betray, and not that which they 

parade which has to be studiedò
2
. This brief sentence, which Panofksy took from his stu-

dent Edgar Wind, will help reveal the broader story of an early, thus far neglected, yet at 

the same time momentous line of reception of Peirceôs philosophy. 

Although my focus in the rest of this article will be on the art-historical tradition, how-

ever, it is important to add here that this line of reception did not stop with Panofsky. Albeit 

                                                           
*Humboldt Universität zu Berlin [tullio.viola@gmail.com] 
1
I received very generous comments on previous drafts of this article from Horst Bredekamp, Maria Luisa 

Catoni, Sascha Freyberg, Carlo Ginzburg, Lydia Goehr, Helmut Pape, Salvatore Settis. I thank them all. Laure 
Astourian and Julian Smith-Newman have much improved my English. Without the many conversations with the 
late John M. Krois this research would have never been born. 

2
ñIssues of Pragmaticismò (1905), EP 2: 349n. See further, par. VIII. 
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not altogether explicitly, it also played a crucial role in the genesis of Pierre Bourdieuôs so-

ciology. 

To clarify this, let me say in advance that I shall locate much of the common terrain be-

tween Peirce and Panofsky in the notions of habit and habitus: two distinguishable yet 

tightly interwoven concepts, which since their Greek origin have occupied a central posi-

tion in Western philosophy. Originally the scholastic translation of Aristotleôs hexis and 

echein, the Latin term habitus has traditionally designated the philosophically stronger (and 

ontologically more committing) notion of the two: the system of abiding dispositions which 

define human nature in a broad sense. At the beginning of the twentieth century, founding 

thinkers of the social sciences such as Durkheim, Weber and above all Mauss still heavily 

relied on this strong, by and large Aristotelian idea of habit; but the naturalization of the 

concept put forth by behaviorism increasingly caused sociologists and anthropologists to do 

away with the term
3
. As of the late 1960s, it was Bourdieu who most strongly opposed this 

tendency, famously making of habitus the lynchpin of his methodology. Yet scholars do 

not always realize how important Panofsky was for Bourdieuôs rediscovery of the scholas-

tic term. 

Devoting much of his early work to the sociology of art and education (as well as to the 

cultural meaning of architecture
4
), Bourdieu came to recognize in Panofsky an important 

ally in his methodological approach. In 1967 he translated Gothic Architecture and Scho-

lasticism, and accompanied the text with a postface that reflects on habitus as the decisive 

tool for circumventing the shortcomings of both structuralism and positivism. Not only 

habitus, but also Panofskyôs more general problem of iconological meaning appeared to 

Bourdieu to point towards that unwitting dimension of agency which, mainly formed 

through education, connects individuals to the broader social context in which they are em-

bedded
5
. At the same time, Edgar Windôs 1936 article on ñSome Points of Contact between 

History and Natural Scienceò, which is precisely the text that contains Peirceôs quotation, 

helped him to better underline the methodological assumptions of Panofskyôs model; he 

thus included a long excerpt from it in the 1968 handbook on sociological method
6
. And 

although this fact seems to have gone totally unnoticed, in both the 1966 paper on ñIntellec-

tual Field and Creative Projectò (in which the notion of habitus already appears) and the 

introduction to the book on photography Bourdieu literally quoted Peirce: 

 
To relate the works produced by an age to the educational practices of the time is [é] to 

provide oneself with one means of explaining not only what they say but also what they 

betray in so far as they participate in the symbolic aspects of an age or society7. 

                                                           
3
Camic 1986, 2001; Funke 1961. See in particular Mauss 2010: ñJôai [é] eu pendant de nombreuses années 

cette notion de la nature sociale de lôòhabitusò. [é] Le mot traduit, infiniment mieux quôòhabitudeò, lôòhexisò, 
lôòacquisò et la ñfacultéò dôAristote [...]» 

4
See Bourdieu 1970. 

5
 Bourdieu 1967. See also Bourdieu 1985, Hanks 2005, Raab 2007. 

6
 Bourdieu, Chamboredon, Passeron (1968: 92, 97-98, 287-289, 324-327). Windôs sentence is translated as 

follows: ñPeirce écrit dans un fragment sur la psychologie du développement des idées: ñce quôil nous faut ®tudier 
ce sont le croyances que les hommes nous livrent inconsciemment, et non pas celles dont ils font étalage.ò» 

7
 Bourdieu (1969: 118), emphases mine. The original French version, Bourdieu (1966:905), reads: ñrapporter 

les îuvres dôune ®poque aux pratiques de lô®cole côest donc se donner un des moyens dôexpliquer non seulement 
ce quôelles proclament, mais aussi ce quôelles trahissent en tant quôelles participent de la symbolique dôune ®poque 
ou dôune soci®t®è. See also Bourdieu (1965:23-24): ñComprendre ad®quatement une photographie [é] ce nôest 
pas seulement reprendre les significations quôelle proclame, côest-à-dire, dans une certaine mesure, les intentions 
explicites de son auteur, côest aussi d®chiffrer le surplus de signification quôelle trahit en tant quôelle participe de 
la symbolique dôune ®poque, dôune classe ou dôun groupe artistique.» The second edition of this text (see the Eng-
lish translation, Bourdieu 1990) is particularly interesting, for there Bourdieu introduced the notion of habitus as 
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Only a few years later, Bourdieu would partially change his mind about Panofsky, be-

ginning to see the latterôs methodological stance as merely restating the same intellectualist 

fallacies that flawed structuralism
8
. As he explicitly wrote, it was another art-historical 

masterpiece ï Baxandallôs Art and Experience (1972) ï that had prompted his change of 

opinion
9
; but I am also tempted to recognize in it the traces of a dialogue with Émile Ben-

veniste. In an essay from 1969 which also dismissively touches upon Peirce, the French 

linguist had suggested that Panofksyôs book on Gothic architecture be construed as relying 

on a semiotic basis, thus backing a Saussurian reading of iconology (also advocated, in the 

same years, by Giulio C. Argan) which inevitably downplays the role of habit, and reduces 

the significance of a comparison with Peirce to a vaguely similar semiotic interest
10

. Yet if, 

by contrast, the notion of habit is given proper weight ï as I shall attempt to do in what fol-

lows ï this similar interest will not only appear less casual; but the thread that holds togeth-

er Peirceôs pragmatism, Panofskyôs iconology and Bourdieuian sociology will also gain 

significance. All the more so as Peirceôs treatment of habit is also the origin of that pragma-

tist theory of action which subsequently proved capable of influencing American social 

thought; and Panofskyôs iconological take on the same concept reveals debts and overlaps 

with the classics of sociology which go far beyond Bourdieu. (As we shall see, the dialogue 

with Karl Mannheim is particularly important in this respect
11

.) For all these reasons, the 

following pages, while dwelling on the apparently remote subject of Gothic churches, 

should also be read as a chapter in the history of the exchanges between Pragmatism and 

Social Theory
12

. 

I shall begin with a few prefatory observations on the parallel between architecture and 

philosophy. Although cursory, they intend to suggest that, once historically contextualized, 

the seemingly casual textual correspondence between Peirce and Panofsky can reveal sig-

nificant aspects of their works. At the same time, these observations will serve as a touch-

stone for bringing to light similarities, shared premises and common sources between the 

two thinkers. I shall then proceed by presenting Peirceôs and Panofskyôs arguments. My 

strategy is to locate these arguments within the broader web of the two authorsô lifelong 

concerns, thus letting the similar purport of their contentions come to the fore. In doing so, I 

also aim to give proper weight to some of Peirceôs observations on art, which, however 

sparse and clumsy they may be, deserve a more serious consideration than they have been 

accorded so far. Finally, I shall dwell at length upon the philosophy of Edgar Wind, as the 

crucial link between the two authors; and attempt to draw some theoretical conclusions. 

                                                                                                                                                    
the solution for that ñmediation between the subjective and the objective» which the first edition was still seeking 
in the concepts of ñalienation, attitude or ethos», or even in ñclass consciousness» (Bourdieu 1965:20-22). 

8
 Bourdieu 1972. 

9
 Bourdieu (1992:432ff.) 

10
 Benveniste (1974:61); Argan (1975) calls Panofsky ñthe Saussure of art history». See also Holly 

(1984:43ff., 181-183) and Horst Bredekampôs misgivings (1995). Benveniste was an important figure for Bour-
dieu: he often quoted the formerôs linguistic works, and precisely in 1969 published Les vocabulaire des institu-
tions indo-européennes in his book series Le sens commun. Benveniste, for his part, in his pages on Panofsky 
quoted both Bourdieuôs translation and his postface. 

11
 See Abels 1994 and Arrouye 1984. 

12
 Joas 1992 has been a fundamental inspiration for this study. I am aware that arguing for the existence of 

such a link between pragmatism and Bourdieuôs sociology may sound problematic to readers acquainted with the 
critique Luc Boltanski addressed to his former teacher, from a standpoint he explicitly relates to American prag-
matism. Of course, the topic goes beyond the scope of this article, and I plan on dealing with it more thoroughly in 
the future; but let me just say that what is normally referred to as ñpragmatismò is vague and heterogeneous 
enough to accommodate the apparent contradiction. (I thank Séverine Marguin for having first alerted me to this 
problem). 
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II. Philosophy and Architecture: the Significance of a Parallel 

 
The history of the attempts to relate Gothic architecture and Scholasticism is by no 

means confined to Peirce and Panofsky. Both belong to a longer and philosophically conse-

quential line of thought. Meyer Schapiro locates its birthplace in the last page of Kantôs Be-

obachtungen über das Gefühl des Schönen und Erhabenen, which criticizes the taste of the 

Middle-Ages as emanating from ñgrimacesò (Fratzen). Not limited to architecture, Kant 

writes, this taste was also reflected in costumes as well as in the ñtausend Schulfratzenò 

concocted by men of science
13

. 

During the nineteenth century Kantôs idea was taken up over and over again. Michelet, 

Semper and Wölfflin are only a few of the scholars who dealt with it, typically less for the 

sake of the specific historical problem than as a way of broaching the general issue (Hegeli-

an in some measure) of the relation between the art and the culture of a period
14

. An indica-

tor of the emblematic status the topic came to acquire, the assertion of such an analogy 

proved much stabler than the rationales alternatively proposed to account for it; the very 

problem of finding a way to connect the two phenomena became the pars pro toto for a 

much more abstract question. 

Why did this happen? The almost perfect chronological overlapping of the two terms of 

the analogy is hardly a sufficient explanation. Paul Frankl has suggested that the very histo-

ry of the word ñGothicò, which from a strictly architectural meaning came to denote a 

broader range of cultural phenomena, has gradually led to the problem Panofksy ad-

dressed
15

. Still more important, however, is the phenomenon of nineteenth-century ñhistori-

cistò architecture, both in its revivalist and eclecticist version, which caused architects to 

pose the question of their social and historical embeddedness more emphatically than other 

artists or scholars. Within this framework, the protagonists of the Gothic Revival (a move-

ment that stretched well beyond architecture) in turn typically colored their rediscovery of 

the Middle Ages with traditionalist, Romantic if not conservative assumptions, champion-

ing the weight of tradition and collective historical forces as opposed to meta-historical 

laws. Now, as we shall see (though the matter deserves to be explored much more deeply) 

these assumptions permeate Peirceôs keen interest in the in the Middle Ages as well; so that 

when cast into this context, his reflections on the Gothic may offer an unexpected occasion 

to shed new light on his broader philosophical temperament. 

A few considerations are also in order with regard to philosophyôs age-old attraction to 

architecture. Once again it is Kant who first comes to mind, and his notion of architecton-

ics, which Peirce heavily relied upon in his own reflections on the nature of philosophy. 

Albeit not so masterfully as Wittgenstein, Peirce even practiced architecture. Since the very 

years in which he worked on his Architecture of Theories, he directed the renovations of his 

own country house, ñArisbeò, which he had also planned to turn into a center of philosophi-

cal inquiry ï the incarnation, as it were, of that ñphilosophical edificeò that he was at pains 

to erect in his writings
16

. And yet this thread, too, ends up leading us to Scholasticism: 

                                                           
13

 Kant (1905: 255-256). See Schapiro 1999. 
14

 I am relying here and elsewhere on Frankl 1960. See pp. 487-8, 591-2 and passim. See also Gombrich 1969, 
especially p. 28. Wºlfflinôs words (1888: 62) are particularly revealing: once the need for a bridge between art and 
the ñInhalt der Zeit» is assumed on a general level, he says, ñwelches soll der Weg sein, der von der Zelle des 
scholastischen Philosophen in die Bauhütte des Architekten führt?» 

15
Frankl (1960: 228); See also Dynes 1973. From this angle, Kantôs observation appears as the continuation of 

the tendency, already well established, to explore the parallels among different ñGothicò phenomena. 
16

 Cf. ñA Guess at the Riddleò (1888), W 6: 168; ñThe Architecture of Theoriesò (1890), W 8: 98-110. On Ar-
isbe see Brent (1993:185-192). 
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much prior to Kant and Peirce the parallel between architecture and philosophy had been 

proposed by Thomas Aquinas. At about the same time in which, in France, the figure of the 

(Gothic) architect began to be invested with a new dignity, Thomas was able to recover the 

Aristotelian sense of the term and to label philosophical activities ñarchitectonicaeò for 

their capacity to confer order on things and govern secondary sciences
17

. 

III. Peirceôs Review of Berkeley 

In the October 1871 issue of the North American Review, Peirce published a lengthy es-

say on Alexander Fraserôs new edition of George Berkeleyôs works. Despite its apparently 

occasional nature, this is a seminal and in some ways unsurpassed text within Peirceôs oeu-

vre, both for its conceptual depth and for the breadth of knowledge and interests it masters 

and brings into play. Peirce took the review as the occasion for a much wider reflection on 

the fundamental question that preoccupied him at that time: the quarrel between nominal-

ism and realism. Focusing exclusively on the British tradition, he traced the history of this 

dispute from its scholastic origins (which he had thoroughly studied during the late 1860s) 

up to nineteenth-century positivism, with a remarkably keen eye for the evolution of ideas 

in time and their documentable transfers from one author to another. 

Alongside this historical reconstruction, Peirce offered a rather heterodox construal of 

the philosophical gist of the controversy
18

. In his version, the disagreement between the two 

doctrines really amounts to a different conception of reality. Nominalism conceives it as 

what is external to the mind and is not created by it: the ñfountain of the current of human 

thoughtò, independent from and directly influencing it precisely because of its being outside 

of the mind. The realist, on the contrary, sees the real as ñthe unmoving formò which will 

be reached in an indefinitely distant future by means of converging trajectories gradually 

doing away with the partialities of individual viewpoints. Far from being external to the 

mind, reality is hence independent ñnot [...] of thought in general, but of all that is arbitrary 

and individual in thoughtò, and presupposes the idea of a community of inquirers gradually 

approaching consensual truth: ñthere is a general drift in the history of human thought 

which will lead it to one general agreement, one catholic consent
19
ñ.

 

As is easy to perceive in this last sentence, Peirce read the logical ñtechnicalitiesò of the 

controversy as ultimately bearing on a much more general (or ideological) bundle of issues: 

something every man, ñif he is not less than manò, will have to confront. As he saw them, 

the morally ñdebasingò, materialist and individualist drives that dominate modern science 

are of a piece with the nominalist outlook. Realism, on the contrary, is only upheld by ñthe 

most conservative minds
20
ñ among which he clearly counted himself. 

In order to render more plausible the realist view of reality as not separated from the 

mind, Peirce resorted to Duns Scotusô distinction between ñtwo ways in which a thing may 

be in the mind, ï habitualiter and actualiterò (which is in turn dependent on Aristotleôs dis-

cussion of first and second actuality with regards to sensation
21

). While the universal does 

not need to be conceived actualiter in order to be real, it does have to be in the mind habit-

                                                           
17

 Pevsner (1942:559-562), and Frankl (1960: 135-136), who adds that Thomasô argument ñdoes not support 
the thesis that scholasticism and Gothic are related [é] On the other hand, it does support the thesis that around 
1260 the workmaster or architect was looked upon as a man who had duties on the building site comparable to 
those of the philosopher in the university lecture hall.» 

18
 See Fisch 1967. 

19
W 2: 467-471. 

20
W 2: 485. 

21
De Anima, 417a22 ff. See also Peirceôs ñUpon Logical Comprehension and Extensionò (1867), W 2: 75. 
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ualiter; that is, such that it ñcan directly produce a conception [é] by virtue of mental as-

sociationò and ñindependent[ly] of consciousness
22
ñ. These words reveal better than many 

others the extraordinary fecundity of Peirceôs notion of habit, and its ability to serve as the 

virtual meeting point of the different threads of his philosophy. Its more properly metaphys-

ical purport, here only adumbrated, will be apparent in the later theory of categories, in 

which the process of habit-forming is tantamount to the category of concepts and signs 

(thirdness), as opposed to the realms of sheer actuality or ñbrute actionò (secondness) and 

pure possibility (firstness). But the notion also plays an especially crucial role in the formu-

lation of Peirceôs pragmatism (according to which a belief is only definable in terms of hab-

its of action), as well as in his reflections on the mind, perception and the self. From our 

perspective, it is particularly noteworthy that Peirce came back to Scotusô habitualiter-

actualiter distinction precisely in the 1905 article that also contains the distinction between 

ñparadingò and ñbetrayingò, using it in his attempt to better articulate his view of the un-

conscious as not qualitatively opposed to consciousness but rather continuously shading 

into it
23

. 

The role that Berkeley plays in this scenario is a complex one. His conception of reality, 

Peirce argues, is akin to the realist one only at the surface: at bottom, the rift he established 

between mind and matter in fact makes him a nominalist and a Platonist at once.
24

 At the 

same time, his theory of perception and knowledge is of outstanding importance for modern 

thought. This is a trait Peirce would return to more emphatically thirty years later, in anoth-

er review of the second edition of Fraserôs work. There we read that ñBerkeley is, in truth, 

far more entitled to be considered the father of all modern philosophy than is Kantò; and ñit 

was he, more than any other single philosopherò who should be regarded as the father of 

pragmatism.
25 

The precise reason for such a bold statement can be found in a manuscript of 1911: ñI 

think the idea [of pragmatism] was suggested to me by Berkeleyôs two little books about 

visionò.
26

 Peirce was referring to the New Theory of Vision (1709), followed by the Theory 

of Vision Vindicated. In these works Berkeley put forward his ideas about the inferential 

nature of vision and its dependency on touch or proprioception which have represented the 

paramount source, from Helmholtz to Gombrich, of all subsequent reflections on perception 

as unconscious inference.
27

 Although the matter is much more complex and controversial 

with regards to his later period,
28

 Peirceôs early theory of perception may be easily in-

scribed into this tradition. His writings from the late 1860s make clear that he saw in Berke-

leyôs work not only a milestone in the history of associative psychology, but a fundamental 

benchmark for his reflections on the inferential and habitual character of perception and the 

                                                           
22

W 2: 472. 
23

 ñIssues of Pragmaticismò (1905), CP 5.441: ñsince we are conscious of what we do deliberately, we are 
conscious habitualiter of whatever hides in the depths of our nature; and it is presumable [é] that a sufficiently 
energetic effort of attention would bring it out.» See also CP 5.504, c. 1905. 

24
W 2: 479-481. 

25
CN 3: 36 (1901). See also W 2: 483, where Berkeleyôs recurring argument ñthat such and such a thing can-

not exist because we cannot so much as frame the idea of such a thing» gets replaced by a rough version of the 
pragmatic maxim: ñDo things fulfil the same function practically? Then let them be signified by the same word. 
Do they not? Then let them be distinguished.» 

26
 Charles S. Peirce Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. [MS], L231. See 

Moore 1984. The other name continuously cited as a direct source of pragmatism is of course Kant. 
27

 See, e.g., Schwartz 1994. 
28

 See Bernstein 1964, Bergman 2007. 
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non-existence of intuitive cognitions which eventually led to the celebrated ñanti-Cartesianò 

essays of 1868-69.
29

 

IV. Peirce the Historian 

It is within this framework that the comparison between Gothic architecture and scho-

lasticism, presented in the very first pages of the review, gains its most immediate signifi-

cance. Peirce wished to introduce the issue of nominalism not only as a theoretical problem, 

but also as a chapter of what he called ñ[m]etaphysical historyò, or the history of philoso-

phy as ñthe best representative of the mental development of each ageò, and which he invit-

ed historians to address together with the history of other aspects of human affairs such as 

society, government, war, law. It is by dint of these comparisons that we can ñtrace the sig-

nificance of events for the human mindò, and discern deeper regularities or transversal 

analogies.
30

 

The phenomenon that most interested Peirce in this respect was the ñrevolution of 

thoughtò that occurred in twelfth-century Europe, the causes of which he looked for in the 

Crusades and the effects of which he found in fields as diverse as commerce, law, ecclesial 

history, and finally philosophy and art. ñIndeedò ï he claimed ï ñif any one wishes to know 

what a scholastic commentary is like, and what the tone of thought in it is, he has only to 

contemplate a Gothic cathedral.ò
31

 

Albeit cursorily, Peirce put forth four different rationales for this analogy. The first 

shared feature between the two phenomena is a ñheroicò religious faith and a ñcomplete ab-

sence of self-conceit on the part of the artist or philosopherò. Both kinds of works were 

catholic, that is, they were not meant to ñembodyò the authorôs ideas as ñthe universal 

truthò. This also entails a scrupulousness that would be unthinkable in other contexts: the 

Schoolmenôs ruminations on the most abstract theological questions no longer appear gratu-

itous if one takes seriously their unswerving trust in biblical revelation. The second shared 

trait is ña detestation of antithesis or the studied balancing of one thing against another [é] 

ï a hatred of posing which is as much a moral trait as the others.ò The third is the ñincreas-

ing sense of immensityò emanating from both. Finally, Gothic architecture and scholasti-

cism are similar in the way they eventually faded, losing touch around the same time with 

their religious impulse, and sinking ñfirst into extreme formalism and fancifulness, and then 

into the merited contempt of all menò.
32

 

What sources was Peirce drawing upon when penning these lines? What knowledge of 

Gothic architecture did he rely on? An attempt to answer these questions seriously must 

begin from the fact that at the moment he was writing his review of Berkeley, Peirce had 

                                                           
29

W 2: 166; 196 (ñThere can be no doubt that before the publication of Berkeleyôs book on Vision, it had gen-
erally been believed that the third dimension of space was immediately intuited, although, at present, nearly all 
admit that it is known by inference.»); 233-236 (all from 1868). But see also, much later, CP 7.624 (1903): ñSince 
1709, [psychologists] have been in possession of sufficient proof [é] that, notwithstanding its apparent primitive-
ness, every percept is the product of mental processes, or at all events of processes for all intent and purposes men-
tal, except that we are not directly aware of them; and these are processes of no little complexity.» The importance 
of Berkeleyôs theory of vision is also much emphasized in the already mentioned 1901 review: CN 3: 36-39. 

30
 W 2: 463-464. 

31
W 2: 464-465. Let me cursorily draw the attention to the phrase ñtone of thought», which is far from inno-

cent, for in Peirceôs technical vocabulary it designs the firstness of thirdness, or the quality of a sign. A scholastic 
commentary is a semiotic entity embodying a quality that can be put in relation to that of different semiotic phe-
nomena ï like cathedrals. 

32
W 2: 465-467. 
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just come back from the first of the five European journeys he made during his life.
33

 Sail-

ing from New England on June 1870, he spent almost nine months in Europe, on a tour that 

brought him to a large number of northern and Mediterranean countries. The main goal of 

the journey was to make preparations for the observation of a solar eclipse; but Peirce also 

took advantage of his travels to cultivate scientific relationships, as well as to visit libraries, 

purchase books and photographs, and get acquainted with European art. The papers con-

served at Harvard contain some private letters and diaries which, ignored by scholarly edi-

tions, offer a glimpse into Peirceôs interest in the art and architecture of the countries he vis-

ited.
34

 

In particular, the image of Peirce that emerges from these documents is ï to borrow the 

words he himself would use five years later, during his second trip to Europe ï that of an 

ñenthusiastic admirer of the Gothicò.
35

 Both the letters and the private notes contain numer-

ous records of his visit to Gothic churches in England, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and France 

(with the important exception of Île-de-France, where he did not go because of the war), 

which reveal, in addition to admiration, a familiarity with technical vocabulary as well as a 

distinct curiosity for the art-historical debate.
36

 Thus on January 30th, in Canterbury, Peirce 

purchased Robert WillisôArchitectural History of Canterbury Cathedral (1845)
37

.Still more 

significant, though, is the note he had jotted down ten days before, while in Strasbourg: 

ñSaw only cathedral. [é] In evening Z[ina] [his wife] read Whewellôs Notes on German 

Churches. Very pleasant
38
ñ. 

The reference, of course, is to the eminent British philosopher and scholar William 

Whewell, the third edition of whose Architectural Notes on German Churches came out in 

1842
39

. Whewell is known to have been a decisive intellectual model for Peirce; and indeed 

the affinities between the two are significant. To begin with, both were great polymaths. 

But it was primarily the quarrel with John Stuart Mill on the logic of inductive sciences that 

sparked Peirceôs deepest admiration. Against the nominalism of the latter, Peirce saw in 

Whewell the incarnation of the realist scientist, capable of reconciling the demands of sci-

entific inquiry with philosophical soundness. A clear statement to this effect can be found 

precisely in that final page of the Berkeley review in which Peirce attacked the rampant 

nominalism of modern times: ñscience as it exists is certainly much less nominalistic than 

the nominalists think it should be. Whewell represents it quite as well as Mill
40
ñ.

 

                                                           
33

 See Brent (1993: 79-81); Nubiola, Barrena 2009. 
34

The letters, addressed to Peirceôs close relatives, are contained in MS L129, L333, L336, L337, L339, L341. 
They also contain some interesting drawings. In addition to these, I am taking into account MS 1614 (a personal 
diary) and MS 1560a (a list of suggestions for a friendôs subsequent visit to Europe). As of 2007, all this material 
has been published online, together with a commentary and many other related documents, by the Grupo de Estu-
dios Peirceanos of the University of Navarra, Spain, under the direction of Jaime Nubiola: See Grupo de Estudios 
Peirceanos 2008-2012; Nubiola, Barrena 2009. 

35
 Peirce to his family, Apr. 14th, 1875, MS L341. 

36
 From the numerous churches Peirce visited, one may mention Netley Abbey (ñif you go to Southampton 

donôt omit Netley Abbeyè, MS 1560a), Salisbury Cathedral (described as superior to St. Peterôs, Peirce to Sarah 
Mills, 14 Oct. 1870, MS L341), Milan cathedral (ñwondrous», MS 1614), as well as many other buildings in Swit-
zerland and Germany as those Peirce seemed to enjoy more. 

37
 I take the information from Nubiolaôs commentary of Peirceôs diary, Nubiola 2009, which in turn relies on a 

file by Max H. Fisch conserved in the Peirce Edition Project archives in Indianapolis. Fisch says that the book 
(annotated by Peirce) was conserved with the Peirce papers; yet it has been impossible to locate it. Frankl 
(1960:530) finds the importance of Willisô treatise ñin its being the first detailed monograph in the modern sense, 
with a complete analysis of all parts of the structure and reconstructions of the state of the work at various times.» 

38
 MS 1614. 

39
 Whewell 1842. Peirce is likely to have known of Robert Willis precisely through this book, the third edition 

of which was issued under the stimulus of the latterôs objections (see preface). 
40

W 2: 486. 
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As becomes evident in his renowned History of the Inductive Sciences, a seminal hall-

mark of Whewellôs philosophy of science is its inherently historicalcharacter. This trait 

deeply attracted Peirce, as is testified by the words he devotes to it as early as the 1865 and 

1869 lectures series on the philosophy of science and British logicians. Indeed, it can be 

affirmed that both Peirceôs lifelong interest in history and his overall methodology decisive-

ly depend on his encounter with the man whom he dubbed ñthe most profoundò among 

modern philosophers of science
41

. 

Appealing to the famous Kantian adage on the relation of concepts and intuitions, 

Whewell put at the center of his reflections the thesis that ñall facts involve ideas uncon-

sciously; and thus the distinction of facts and theories is not tenable
42
ñ. This entails a denial 

of pure observation, or of any ñcolligation of factsò that is not determined by previous ide-

as. Paraphrased by Peirce: ñobservation as distinct from mere gazing consists in perception 

in the light of a question
43
ñ. Whewellôs engagement with a ñphilosophicalò history of sci-

ence is also derived from this focal point. As Peirce puts it, historical colligation of facts 

has the pretension, in Whewellôs writings, not to content itself with extrinsically giving ña 

color of verisimilitudeò to a theory already deduced; rather, it aims at representing the very 

gate through which philosophical ideas should be inductively formed and examined
44

. 

The notion of history of science which emerges from the History of Inductive Sciences 

is a very broad one. Digressions on the history of philosophy, art and society are plentiful. 

It is not difficult to relate this quest for parallels between cultural phenomena to Whewellôs 

broader philosophical stance. If the uncontaminated eye is a myth, art is more liable to em-

body ideas of the same kind as those examined by philosophers or scientists. If ideas are not 

brought about a priori, but through a continuous interaction with the external world, then 

the latter will be more easily regarded as intellectually pregnant. This is important for us, 

since Whewellôs chapters on the Middle Ages are full of hints at correlations between ar-

chitecture on the one hand and science, philosophy, or more general intellectual traits of the 

epoch, on the other
45

. Whewell does not propose a straightforward analogy between Gothic 

architecture and scholastic philosophy; but he gives enough hints in that direction that we 

can imagine Peirce having these pages in mind, too, when giving shape to his ideas. 

A number of writings of the 1890s confirm the influence of Whewell in both Peirceôs 

conception of historical knowledge and the important role therein played by Gothic archi-

tecture. In the renowned Evolutionary Love of 1892 (which closes the series opened by The 

Architecture of Theories), Peirce definitively systematized his evolutionary conception of 

rationality. And once again Gothic architecture appears: this time as a the starting point for 

a reflection on the problem of the ñspirit of the ageò, and the related fact that ideas occur 

ñsimultaneously and independently to a number of individuals of no extraordinary general 

powers
46
ñ. Then the Lowell Lectures series on the history of science Peirce held the same 

year (and which I regard as a sort of empirical counterpart to the work on evolutionary 

love) opens with an apology of ñthe method of Whewellò in historical research, of whom 

                                                           
41

W 1: 211 (1865). 
42

 Whewell (1840: xvii); W 1: 205. 
43

W 2: 344 (1869). 
44

W 2: 338-339. See in particular the introduction of Whewell 1857. Cf. also, much later, MS 1274a (c. 1892). 
It is also interesting to note that Whewellôs Architectural Notes are already mentioned in passing in W 2: 338. 

45
 Whewell 1857, book IV, and particularly pp. 246ff. 

46
W 8: 203-204. It is interesting to note Peirceôs reference to ñextant documents» showing ñthat the cathedral 

chapters, in the selection of architects, treated high artistic genius as a secondary consideration». 
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Peirce presented himself as a disciple
47

. In these texts a number of scattered reflections can 

also be found on the mutual relations among artistic, scientific and philosophical manifesta-

tions of the same epoch, which clearly depend on Whewell. 

In a slightly later text on the history of ideas, Peirce returned to the revolution of 

thought of 1200, and once again related (albeit more subtly than in 1871) its two major out-

comes: scholastic philosophy and Gothic architecture. Regarding the latter, he tackled the 

vexed topic of its origins, dismissing as ñridiculousò the hypothesis that it has come from 

the Arabs. ñNoò ï he wrote, ï ñWhewell was right. [Gothic] was simply forced upon the 

architects by their desire to open large spaces, and [é] to use compartments that were ob-

long not square.ò He then went on to describe the architectsô ñtrain of thoughtò with words 

that recall logical reasoning: 

 
The men of that time were not content to go on building as they had always done; they 

wanted to do better. In order to do better they must have wider aisles. In order to accom-

plish this they must have oblong compartments. Here they had to think hard to solve a 

new problem [é]. The result was the Gothic arch. But they did not stop with simply mak-

ing a gothic arch. They carried it to its logical conclusion, a lofty roof. A lofty roof im-

plied slender columns. [é] What a wonderful train of thought this was! How strong and 

simple in every step! The effect of a Gothic church is to embody that intense yearning for 

something higher [é] which marks the fall of pride48. 

 

The comparison of Gothic architecture and scholasticism contained in the review of 

Berkeley is not an accidental or insignificant digression. Among other things, it epitomizes 

some basic aspects of Peirceôs philosophical approach to history. No wonder that, years lat-

er, he considered the topic worth addressing again.
49

 Partially stirred by his interest and his 

high respect for medieval philosophy, Peirce resorted to this challenging, much-debated and 

far-reaching issue to come to grips with an aspect of his methodology that we can also dis-

cern in his notes on historical periods other than the Middle Ages. 

V. Panofskyôs Argument 

The strong theoretical richness of the analogy is even more pronounced in the work of 

the other thinker I would like to consider here: Erwin Panofsky. Indeed, Panofskyôs Gothic 

Architecture and Scholasticism should be seen as a late reflection on the central preoccupa-

tion of his intellectual life: the link between ideas and figurative artifacts, and more specifi-

cally, the question of the latterôs ñintrinsic meaningò, or relation with the ñunderlying prin-

ciples which reveal the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophi-

                                                           
47

HP 1: 143-4: ñThe celebrated scientific philosopher, William Whewell, published [é] a truly great book, 
the History of the Inductive Sciences, followed by another three years later called the Philosophy of the Inductive 
Sciences founded upon their history. Millôs Logic was chiefly written to disprove Whewellôs theory of the Induc-
tive sciences; but Whewellôs book is distinguished for its truth to history while Mills [sic] is distinguished for 
bumping up against the facts of history at every turn like an awkward and overconfident walzer. [é] [A] new 
book in the general spirit of Whewellôs is called for.è 

48
HP 1: 350-35, emphases mine. See also Peirceôs letter to Zina Fay from Hellespont, Sept. 4th, 1870: ñSaint 

Sophia is fine but the style of it is altogether below the Gothic & I thought the Saracenic style of architecture ra-
ther poor in ideas.» (MS L337). 

49
 A draft contained in the correspondence files with American artist Francis Lathrop is a third example of 

Peirceôs confrontation with the issue: see MS L245 (c. 1901). Peirce here compares the history of medieval logic 
with that of architecture, both in the importance of the birth of a new ñstyleò and in the way they were eventually 
brought to an end. 
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cal persuasion
50
ñ. At the same time, Panofksy touched upon some broader philosophical 

issues (the nature of perception and agency, the need to reconcile the conflicting demands 

of reason) which reveal his sympathy for the scholastic thinking with which he was dealing. 

The book opens with a defense of the quest for analogies among different cultural phe-

nomena of a single epoch. Risky as this enterprise necessarily is, it is nonetheless inescapa-

ble for the historian who wishes to give an intelligible shape to the flux of time. The case of 

Gothic architecture and Scholasticism, however, is particularly favored, in that it rests upon 

a striking congruence in the ñpurely factual domain of time and placeò. Early Scholasticism 

and Early Gothic were born around the same years (the middle of the twelfth century) and 

in the same place: the area surrounding Paris. They matured and reached their ñclassicalò 

period at about the same time. Finally they entered their decline together, in the age of 

Ockham, Eckhart and Giotto
51

. 

But the main thesis of the book is that ñin the period from about 1130-40 to about 1270ò 

the link between philosophy and architecture goes well beyond this geographical and 

chronological coincidence. What is more, this link is ñmore general than those individual 

(and very important) ñinfluencesò which are inevitably exerted on painters, sculptors, or 

architects by erudite advisers.ò It is, in short, a causal relation, but one which ñcomes about 

by diffusion rather than by direct impactò. The fulcrum of such a relation is what Panofsky 

called the mental habit that Scholasticism allegedly instilled into architects
52

. 

Revealing an interesting weaving between the method of inquiry and its object, Panof-

sky traced back this notion to Thomasô discussion of habitus as a ñprinciple that regulates 

the actò (ñimportans ordinem ad actumò)
53

. More precisely, what philosophers and archi-

tects actually shared was a common modus operandi, which was dictated in turn by ñthe 

very raison dôêtre of Early and High Scholasticismò: the need to reconcile the demands of 

reason and faith, thereby salvaging the unity of truth. Two main operative or methodologi-

cal principles develop from this fundamental trait. The first is manifestatio. Reasonôs task 

of elucidating the articles of faith was generalized into an all-embracing rhetorical stance 

that aimed at ñclarification for clarificationôs sakeò and at making intellectual contents as 

perspicuous as possible at the level of their mode of expression. The second principle is 

concordantia, or the quest for the ñacceptance and ultimate reconciliation of contradictory 

possibilitiesò which sprang from the tension between the wholehearted faith in the auctori-

tates and a sense of the contradictions into which they sometimes fell. 

Both these rhetorical or methodological features had their correspondence in the domain 

of Gothic churches. As for concordantia, Panofsky tried to show that the different ñsolu-

tionsò to the ñproblemsò gradually tackled by Gothic architects have the samedialectical 

and conciliatory progress of the Scholastic quaestiones: videtur quod ï sed contra ï re-

spondeo dicendum. 

But it is manifestatio that is especially interesting. Panofsky quoted a renowned asser-

tion from Thomas Aquinas, and gave an interpretation of it as essentially in agreement with 

those Gestalt psychologists who described perception as always ñintelligentò or interpre-

                                                           
50

Panofsky (1955: 30) 
51

 Panofsky (1957: 1-20). In a way that recalls Peirceôs critique of Berkeley as both a nominalist and a Pla-
tonist, Panofsky construed Ockhamism and fourteenth-century mysticism as two sides of the same subjectivist 
trend that widened the gap between reality and rationality (or between reason and faith), and allotted a primacy to 
intuitus and private experience. 

52
 Panofsky (1957: 21ff.) 

53
 Aquinas (1964-73), I-II, 49, 3. 
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tive
54

. Thomas wrote: ñThe senses delight in things duly proportioned as in something akin 

to them; for the sense, too, is a kind of reason as is every cognitive powerò (ñnam et sensus 

ratio quaedam est, et omnis virtus cognoscitivaò)
55

. In accordance with this tenet, Panofsky 

argued, the domain of visuality was treated as intellectually charged in the Scholastic peri-

od, and figurative artifacts (architecture above all) as bearers of a visual logic that made 

manifest in the realm of materiality the abstract principles embodied in it. This means, 

among other things, that the notions of functionalism or illusionism cannot be applied to 

Gothic architecture in any meaningful way. 

VI. Habit and Iconological Method 

The polemic against the notion of a ñpure eyeò is one of Panofskyôs oldest motifs. It can 

already be found in his first theoretical paper, the 1915 criticism of Wölfflin, which at-

tacked precisely the latterôs idea of a clear-cut divide between a psychologically or epistem-

ically neutral (individual) and a content-laden (super-individual) root of style ï between 

Auge and Gesinnung. Panofsky denied the existence of a purely optical component of per-

ception, as well as the related dichotomy between form and content. The succession of ar-

tistic styles depended on changes not only in the Anschauung der Welt, but in the Weltan-

schauung
56

. 

The implicit Kantian standpoint of this essay emerged with clarity in Panofskyôs subse-

quent publications. In the renowned paper on the Kunstwollen, Panofsky took pains to con-

strue Alois Rieglôs notion in a non-psychological way ï as the immanenter Sinn of works of 

art ï with an explicit eye to Kantôs transcendental philosophy
57

. But it is the writings 

around 1924 (the year during which he definitively confronted the work of Ernst Cassirer
58

) 

that mark a number of especially interesting developments. In a work directly related to the 

Kunstwollen paper ï Über das Verhältnis der Kunstgeschichte zur Kunsttheorie ï we find 

the first hint of a dialogue with his most gifted pupil, Edgar Wind, who in his doctoral dis-

sertation had put forward a view of works of art as always characterized by the eternal po-

larity of Fülle and Form. In a similar vein, Panofksy attributed to the intrinsically polar 

character of works of art the methodological necessity of conceiving the latter as temporary 

solutions to problems that manifest themselves in antithetical form. (This view runs through 

Panofskyôs whole oeuvre, up to his book on Gothic architecture
59

). 

The same essay is also important for us because of its reference to Karl Mannheimôs so-

ciology of knowledge. In the famous 1923 article on the interpretation of Weltanschauung-

en, Mannheim had resorted to Panofskyôs work on Riegl in order to support his notion of 

Dokumentsinn: the unintentional stratum of meaning which hints at the worldviewa particu-

                                                           
54

Panofsky (1957: 37-38, 99). The primary reference is to Rudolf Arhneim. It is worth noting that while 
Panofsky considered this theory of perception as ñvery much in harmony» with Scholasticism, he said it is ñin 
contrast to the doctrine of the nineteenth century». On the coexistence of differences and analogies between Ge-
stalt psychology and the Berkeley-Helmholtz tradition one may consult Rollins 1998. 

55
 Aquinas (1964-73), Ia, 5, 4. ñRatio» may alternatively be translated as ñproportion». See Aristotle, De Ani-

ma, 426b4. 
56

 ñDas Problem des Stils in der bildenden Kunstóñ (1915), in Panofsky (1998: 1009-1018). See also Holly 
(1984: 57-68). 

57
 ñDer Begriff des Kunstwollensò (1920), in Panofsky (1998: 1019-1034). 

58
Die Perspektive als symbolische Form (1924-25), in Panofsky (1998: 664-757). 

59
 ñÜber das Verhältnis der Kunstgeschichte zur Kunsttheorie. Ein Beitrag zu der Erörterung über die 

Mºglichkeit ākunstwissenschaftlicher Grundbegriffeóñ (1924), in Panofsky (1998: 1035-1063). On the roots of 
Panofkyôs conception of ñartistic problems», which is of course strongly (and explicitly) dependent on Riegl and 
Wölfflin, cf. also Podro (1982: 33-37). On Wind see further, par. VII. 
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lar cultural object presupposes ï or, in case of human behavior, its general ñHabitusò
60

. In 

his subsequent work, Panofsky reciprocated the acknowledgment when he claimed that it is 

precisely the conception of cultural objects as solutions to antithetical problems that may 

legitimate the quest for parallelisms
61

. The discussion with Mannheim then continued in a 

contemporary review of a book on Giotto, which presented the occasion for a discussion of 

Weltanschauungen in the context of Medieval studies. Here we also find a first allusion to 

Thomasô ñet sensus ratio quaedam estò, construed in an anti-subjectivist and Aristotelian 

sense
62

. (A true guiding thread of his ruminations, Panofsky discussed Thomasô sentence 

yet again in a review from 1934
63

). 

Panofskyôs technical use of the notion of habit has been usually regarded as a novelty of 

his 1951 book. However, there are some precedents. In the writings of the German period, 

some occurrences of the term ñHabitusò (in the Latin form) can be found, with the circum-

scribed sense of ñpostureò or ñphysical attitudeò
64

. But a letter from 1938 registers an im-

portant turning point. Asked to sum up his general lines of research, Panofsky wrote: 

 
On the one hand I have tried to do what I shall call ñIconographyò, if it was not for the 

somewhat terrifying implications of this term, that is: to interpret the subject matter and 

content of works of art on the basis of contemporary sources, and to connect with [sic] the 

general habitus of the period65. 

 

The term ñHabitusò is placed here at the very center of Panofskyôs enterprise, and is no-

ticeably expanded in its semantic scope ï probably also with an eye to the intellectual evo-

lution of Mannheim during the thirties. Later, in a letter from 1946, Panofsky wrote of the 

ñmental habit of duplicityò pervading Mannerist architecture
66

. During the years that sepa-

rate these two texts he gradually embarked on his more than ten-year research on Gothic 

architecture, which, as the private correspondence shows, was dotted with hesitations and 

loaded with large theoretical expectations
67

. Up to that point, the dialogue with Mannheim 

had focused on the ñdocumentaryò (and abductive, we may add) character of iconology, as 

is well attested by the classical statement of Panofskyian method, the 1932 Zum 

Beschreibung und Inhaltsdeutung von Werken der bildenden Kunst
68

. 

The first version of this celebrated paper ï rewritten and translated into English in 1939, 

then slightly reworked in 1955 ï explicitly refers to the Hungarian sociologist. It also push-

es further the dialogue with Edgar Wind, regarding the latterôs observations on the inherent-

ly circular nature of both scientific and historical inquiry. But most importantly, it is here 

that Peirceôs philosophy makes its first appearance. In the midst of his discussion of the 
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unwitting character of documentary meaning (Martin Heideggerôs notion of the Ungesagte 

appears, too), Panofsky quotes ñeinen geistvollen Amerikanerò and his distinction between 

what a man ñparadesò and ñwhat he betraysò. The 1939 version of the paper suppresses this 

reference to Peirce, together with the names of Heidegger and Mannheim, stressing instead 

the proximity with Cassirerôs philosophy of symbolic forms. But no less than three subse-

quent allusions to Peirceôs phrase can be found elsewhere in Panofskyôs writings, the most 

consequential among which is in the introductory chapter of Meaning in the Visual Arts, 

written in 1940: 

 
Content, as opposed to subject matter, may be described in the words of Peirce as that 

which a work betrays but does not parade. It is the basic attitude of a nation, a period, a 

class, a religious or philosophical persuasion ï all this unconsciously qualified by one 

personality, and condensed into one work69. 

 

Scholars have often diagnosed a neat discontinuity in Panofskyôs oeuvre. After his 

American exile, he abandoned his mother tongue, dramatically changed his rhetorical style, 

and ï so it is usually maintained ï grew dissatisfied with the heavy philosophical tone that 

permeates his early work. I do not wish to deny the truths in this picture; yet the threads I 

have been following suggest a more nuanced story. Far from being the product of a philo-

sophically disengaged mind, the book on Gothic architecture recapitulates a number of the-

oretical preoccupations that go back to the 1910s and presuppose the dialogue with the 

whole gamut of thinkers Panofsky confronted during his life. Granted, he by and large 

abandoned the Kantian standpoint of his early phase, to the advantage of a more pluralistic 

and empirical stance. Perhaps the later emphasis on habit might allow us to speak of a more 

Aristotelian, or even pragmatistsolution to his lifelong concerns. 

VII. A German Pragmatist: Edgar Wind 

It is certainly possible to account in part for the consonances between Peirce and Panof-

sky which have so far emerged by referring to a common philosophical background (Kant 

and the Aristotelian tradition, first of all; but also post-Kantian aesthetics
70

).Nor would it be 

too difficult to point at mediating figures who pushed Panofskyôs thought in directions sim-

ilar to Peirceôs. Let me again mention Karl Mannheim, and his late, extensive use of the no-

tion of habit of thought. But Ernst Cassirer, too, though he did not read Peirce, bears affini-

ties to the latter which are far from random
71

. 

If, however, we are interested in grasping the details and the scope of Panofskyôs actual 

acquaintance with Peirce, it is to Edgar Wind that we must turn. 

A student of philosophy and art history, Wind arrived in Hamburg in 1920 in order to 

work under Panofsky
72

. He obtained his doctorate with a thesis on Äesthetischer und Kun-

stwissenschaftlicher Gegenstand which, as already mentioned, strongly impressed his men-
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tor
73

. Driven by the economic crisis, he left Germany in 1924 for the United States, where 

he stayed until 1927, first in New York, then as a philosophy instructor at the University of 

North Carolina. He thus made the acquaintance of the American philosophical world, the 

influence of which on his thought was profound, as is clearly attested by his Experiment 

und Metaphysik, published in 1934 but presented as his Habilitationsschrift in Hamburg in 

1929 and already substantially anticipated in a talk given at Harvard three years before
74

. 

Wind was among the very first German scholars to write extensively on the philosophy of 

Whitehead, and seriously to confront Peirceôs writings
75

. Later in his life, he would go so 

far as to affirm that he had had only two ñmastersò: Aby Warburg and Peirce himself
76

. 

The American philosopher Sidney Hook is likely to have played an important role in 

Windôs discovery of pragmatism. Hook was a student of Deweyôs at Columbia when he 

met Wind; and his doctoral dissertation, Metaphysics of Pragmatism (published in 1927) 

bears implicit witness to a close dialogue with his German colleague
77

. Largely devoted to a 

bold defense of Deweyôs instrumentalism, Hookôs text heavily relies on Peirce, as contrast-

ed with the ñnominalistò James. Uncommon among philosophical books of the period, it 

opens with a picture ï William Blakeôs The Ancient of Days ï as a way of introducing the 

main features of Hookôs conception of the instrument (a notion whose prominence ñis not 

an evasion of a metaphysics but a challenge to oneò
78

): its semiotic status, the circular rela-

tion it maintains with the world to which it belongs. From this focal point Hook also de-

rives a number of observations on the active character of perception and the philosophy of 

space and time which come very close to Windôs ideas
79

. 

Even more importantly, in 1924 Wind met the pragmatist philosopher Morris R. Cohen 

(whose student and colleague, Ernst Nagel, would positively review Windôs book ten years 

later
80

). Wind found Cohen ñvery pleasant and cleverò, as we can read in a 1931 letter to 

Panofsky, in which the latter ï then in New York ï is given a number of interesting con-

tacts
81

. In 1916, Cohen had edited the first journal issue entirely dedicated to Peirce; and 

only one year prior to Windôs arrival in America, he had published the first collection of 

Peirceôs writings, containing many of his most famous papers
82

. It is most likely through 

this path that Wind grew directly acquainted with Peirceôs writings. 

The Habilitationsschrift defended at the University of Hamburg in 1929 (under the su-

pervision of Cassirer and Panofsky) is by far Windôs most important philosophical work. Its 
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absence in todayôs debate is an undeserved fate that goes back to its having appeared ñdead-

bornò
83

 in the midst of dreadful political circumstances. Compared to Hookôs witty but fac-

ile Pragmatism, Windôs work stands out for its erudition, its intellectual breadth and its 

philosophical rigor. Its main goal ï a confutation of Kantôs transcendental dialectics ï may 

not be irrefutable from a Kantian standpoint; but the first part of the book sets down a theo-

ry of Verkörperung or embodiment which makes of Wind one of the major, if neglected, 

figures of European pragmatism
84

.These pages also exerted a strong influence on Panofsky, 

who constantly came back to them in his reflections on iconological method. 

Windôs central contention
85

 is that metaphysical questions ï conceived on the model of 

Kantian antinomies, as questions that bear on the totality of the world ï are in principle al-

ways decidable, for they necessarily entail consequences in the domain of experience which 

will prove verifiable in the long run. The act of measuring through which the scientist, in 

the experimental situation, interrogates reality, never concerns solely the single fact with 

which it primarily deals, but always tests a whole theory, together with its metaphysical 

presuppositions. Facts ought not to be conceived as unrelated or immediately given data; 

experimental results always have a metaphysical bearing. 

The ultimate reason for this fact is to be found in the very nature of the measuring in-

strument, which, being itself part of the same world to which it attends, cannot but presup-

pose or embody the same regularities of nature which it is meant to test. This sort of circu-

larity ï ñmethodicalò or hermeneutic rather than vicious ï is proper not only to the scien-

tific instrument, but also to the historical document, which is also part of the same world 

with which it deals. Natural sciences and Geisteswissenschaften are thus unified under the 

general principle of the ñinternal determinationò (innere Grenzsetzung), or ñorganicò rela-

tion of part and whole. 

Scientific instruments and historical documents thereby reveal their ñsymbolicò, or se-

miotic nature, on which the principle of the internal determination ultimately depends. Be-

ing itself part of the world to which it refers, every ñsymbolò (or sign) can have a claim to 

validity only insofar as it entails perceivable effects of some sort. To put it in slightly dif-

ferent terms: ñsymbols are ñrealò only to the extent in which they can be embodied in an 

experimentum crucis whose outcome is directly observableò
86

. 

With this general rule Wind innovatively merged the polar theory of the symbol he de-

rived from Warburg (the symbol is a janus-faced entity, in which sensible matter always 

embodies a spiritual force, and which always swings between the two poles of Verinnerli-

chung and Entäußerung
87

) with the ñpragmatic maximò Peirce set forth in the 1877 essay 

on the How to Make Our Ideas Clear ï a text Wind referred to both in the 1934 preface to 

his book and in another paper from the same year
88

. More importantly, however, it is the 

very notion of embodiment that stems from Peirce. The term recurs many times in Peirceôs 

papers. In its most technical occurrences, it indicates the relation that holds among the three 

fundamental metaphysical categories. The thirdness-related elements of reality can be such 

only as long as they are embodied, that is they govern material realities; otherwise, they de-
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teriorate into pure abstraction.In particular, it is the nature of thought that Peirce described 

through the notion of embodiment: ñThought has no being except in so far as it will be em-

bodied, and the embodiment of thought is a sign
89
ñ. ñBy thought is meant something like 

the meaning of a word, which may be ñembodied inò, that is, may govern, this or that, but is 

not confined to any existent
90
ñ. 

The theory of Verkörperung has important repercussions for Windôs more general views 

on manôs symbolic activities. A political action, an ethical demand or a law are merely 

ñutopische Gedankenò if they fail to prove translatable into the realm of praxis. More im-

portantly, artistic conceptions can become works of art only if they can be channelled into a 

grammar of artistic expression, and thus tested in their actual liability to be embodied or 

realized
91

. In the same vein, Windôs theory of the symbol underpins what should be regard-

ed as the ultimate theoretical justification of his iconological method: I mean the polemic, 

which we have already come across in both Peirce and Panofsky, against a clear separation 

between ñpure visionò on one side and ñpure thinkingò on the other. The issue runs through 

Windôs whole oeuvre, from his doctoral thesis up to Art and Anarchy. In the 1931 essay on 

Warburg, it is employed to criticize the tendency (in Wölfflin, Riegl) to draw parallels 

among artistic genres without granting the right centrality to the ñhantierender Menschò
92

. 

But the overall intellectual urgency that lies behind the issue is that of fighting against what 

Wind, paraphrasing Plato, called ñthe fear of knowledgeò
93

. Far from being irrelevant to our 

appreciation of works of art, scholarship and historical learning are able to enhance it. The 

theory of Verkörperung leaves no room for sharp boundaries between intuition and concept, 

image and word, seeing and thinking. Similar, in this respect, to the instrument of the scien-

tist, the figurative artwork always embodies an intellectual dimension from which it cannot 

be detached. 

On the other side of the same coin is Windôs polemic against the diverse spectrum of 

thinkers who tend to conceive of philosophy as the activity of unbounded or disembodied 

intellects, detached from verités de fait and from the historicity of the concepts with which 

they work, or those who uphold intuitionist accounts of cognition which set men apart from 

the finite and conditioned nature of their epistemic practices. It is in such a context that we 

find the citation to which Panofksyôs encounter with Peirce should be traced back. Let me 

quote from the 1936 paper on Some Points of Contacts Between History and Natural Sci-

ence: 

 
Whatever objections may be made to the current psychology of the unconscious, it is un-

deniable that men do not know themselves by immediate intuition and that they live and 

express themselves on several levels. Hence, the interpretation of historical documents re-

quires a far more complex psychology than Diltheyôs doctrine of immediate experience 

with its direct appeal to a state of feeling. Peirce wrote in a draft of a psychology of the 

development of ideas: ñit is the belief men betray, and not that which they parade, which 

has to be studiedò94. 
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We reach here the very birthplace of Panofskyôs acquaintance with Peirce, from which 

virtually all the elements I have been gathering in these pages unfold. In order precisely to 

locate it in time, it is essential to bear in mind that as early as 1930 Wind probably read the 

original German version of the text as Probevorlesung for his Habilitation (which Panofsky 

no doubt attended)
95

. A glance at the differences between the two versions yields some un-

expected results. The original version pushes the criticism of Dilthey farther than the sub-

sequent translation by tightly linking the quote from Peirce to an exposition of Warburgôs 

ideas. Still more significantly, some subsequently abandoned hints make clear that Wind 

did not have only Freud in mind when he spoke about the ñpsychology of the uncon-

sciousò.
96

 On the contrary, he was interested in revitalizing a number of reflections on the 

unconscious which are much older than Freud, and which at times diverge from his views. 

Although Wind did not linger over this point, thanks to contributions as diverse as his re-

trieval of Duns Scotus and his experiments on the Unterschiedsschwelle
97

, Peirce holds an 

outstanding place among these studies. An appraisal of his influence on Wind or Panofksy 

may thus also have the beneficial side-effect of rendering more nuanced the parallels be-

tween psychoanalysis and iconology that have been looming large over the last years. 

A few more references to Peirce in Windôs oeuvre are worth recalling. A passage dating 

from just a couple of years after Panofskyôs publication of Gothic Architecture bears new 

witness to Windôs attention to Peirceôs notion of habit ï interestingly translated here into 

the Latin habitus
98

. Still more important, however, is a subsequent text, which Wind wrote 

with an eye to briefly sketching the methodological hallmarks of iconology, and which ends 

with a renowned Peircean sentence (though todayôs readers are more likely to associate it 

with Wittgenstein): 

 
To convey this experience [i.e., mutually to shed light on images and text], a method of 

demonstration is required which is radically different from mathematical proofs. In the 

place of a linear logic, in which each proposition has its well-defined antecedents by 

which it is linked to a well-defined set of premises, we must aim for a configurational log-

ic by which contingent arguments are interlocked. In the words of Charles Peirce, it is es-

sential to this form of study that our reasoning ñshould not form a chain which is no 

stronger than its weakest link, but a cable whose fibres may be ever so slender, provided 

they are sufficiently numerous and intimately connectedò99. 
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VIII. Habit, Tacit Knowledge, Iconology 

Peirceôs statement concerning the difference between betraying and parading originally 

appeared in a footnote of his ñIssues of Pragmaticismò, published in The Monist in 1905. 

(Unlike the other texts Edgar Wind referred to, this is not comprised in Cohenôs anthology). 

Peirce reflected here on what he calls ñcritical common-sensismò as one of the footholds of 

his philosophy. Whilst every manôs intellectual life relies on a number of unquestioned 

premises, these are by no means intrinsically undoubtable. The boundaries between what is 

doubted and what is taken for granted change from generation to generation. A historical 

study of these shifts is possible, and Peirce himself claimed to have once embarked on the 

enterprise, which ñneeds the qualities of age and does not call upon the powers of youth. A 

great range of reading is necessary; for it is the belief men betray, and not that which they 

parade which has to be studiedò
100

. 

The key-term here is, of course, belief. As I have already recalled, the pragmatic maxim 

can be rephrased by saying that the purport of a belief is tantamount to the sum total of pos-

sible actions which it would elicit under every conceivable circumstance. This principle 

dovetails with Peirceôs semiotics, which asserts that a sign can be such only if it is part of a 

chain of other signs that interpret or reproduce it. There is a ñgeneral ruleò which, though it 

cannot be exhausted by any of these individual ñinterpretantsò, governs (is ñembodied inò) 

the process of their production. 

In the case of human agency and thought, a role analogous to this general rule is played 

precisely by the belief-habit. If one puts together these two prongs of Peirceôs pragmatism, 

it follows that all actions, or products thereof, which fulfill some sort of semiotic function 

(from signs of greeting to figurative artifacts) do not merely stand for their primary or in-

tended meaning, whatever it be. They are at the same time the interpretants of beliefs that, 

like the eyeôs blind spot, may be opaque to the subjectôs auto-analysis. Human actions and 

products embody or betray the meaning of such beliefs. It is thus significant that one of 

those ñproto-iconologicalò observations that can be found in the Lowell Lectures of 1892 

reads: ñ[The Greeksô] ruling intellectual passion was a passion for unity. [é] Their archi-

tecture, their decoration, their sculpture, the construction of their dramas, and of their prose 

writings equally betray this passion for unityò
101

. 

The accent on the unwitting dimension of habit-governed behavior calls attention to a 

point of contact with thinkers such as Wittgenstein, Bourdieu or Michael Polanyi. ñWe 

know more than we can tellò; the ñrulesò that govern human conduct can never be made 

wholly explicit. They constitute a different way of knowing ï a practical one; or what we 

ñattend fromò as opposed to what we ñattend toò, in the Polanyiôs terminology
102

.The sim-

pler illustration of this implicit or habitual knowing is what we have already encountered as 

the main guiding thread of this study: perceptual activity as necessarily guided by unwitting 

abductive inferential habits. On this level, the properly bodilyroots of habits emerge; and 

even though Peirce is far from clear or univocal as other authors on the role of the body in 

shaping human cognition, his semiotic understanding of the habit does offer a link between 

those two meanings of ñembodimentò ï a stricter and a more metaphorical one ï that many 

authors, among them Edgar Wind, regard as belonging together. 

At the same time, Peirceôs account of perception also plays an important role in his vin-

dication of pragmatism. Precisely the symbolische Prägnanz of perception (to borrow Cas-
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sirerôs expression
103

) makes available the rationality or legality embedded in the material 

world. Indeed, it is this rational dimension (laws of nature, to begin with), and not brute 

materiality, which is most real, and to which our cognition primarily attends ï somewhat 

akin to the way, on a different scale, ñwe can repeat the sense of a conversation but not the 

words utteredò
104

. 

We face here two sides of the same coin. Both the secondness-related aspects of reality 

and our habitual inferential apparatus are things we draw upon in the processes offorming 

our perceptual judgments (and hence the whole spectrum of our conceptions). These are 

abductive processes, abduction being the only mode of inference able to bring about new 

cognitions, by springing from the particular ï the hic et nunc ï to the universal. Peirce also 

called pragmatism ñthe logic of abductionò: it is via abductive processes that the world of 

material existence immediately surrounding us acquires its rational and understandable na-

ture. From this angle, his account of reasoning reveals indeed its vicinity to those broadly 

coeval thinkers who, sensitive to the cognitive value of the particular, as well as to the un-

witting, tacit and mediating dimension of human agency, were on the lookout for a more 

flexible, craft-made, and less strictly analytical notion of rationality: more akin to the model 

of medicine than to mathematics
105

. 

One such thinker is Erwin Panofsky. His references to the ñirrationalò, ñempathicò, 

ñsubjectiveò, ñinterpretativeò, ñsyntheticò, ñintuitiveò, ñdiagnosticò character of iconologi-

cal analysis
106

 are all half-successful attempts to come to grips with the epistemological 

challenges lurking within his own method. Karl Mannheimôs more rigorous notion of 

Dokumentsinn, which Panofsky drew upon so heavily, belongs to the same context. In both 

cases, these thinkers draw attention not so much to the abductive process carried out by the 

subject, but rather to the complementary one which the beholder, or interlocutor, has to per-

form in order to pass from the concrete particular to the general interpretant that governs it. 

As in every instance of communication, which always presupposes a duality, two different 

subjectivities or conceptual horizons confront each other and interact here. The hermeneutic 

circularities that Wind and Panofsky detect in every kind of inquiry (and which Peirce, sim-

ilarly though less explicitly, touches upon in his account of abduction) more decisively leap 

to the foreground.  
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ings simultaneously, and the majority of these meanings are not the result of intentional acts of interpretation. This 
thought clearly struck a responsive chord in Panofsky, who emphasizes the unintentional character of symbolical 
values in iconology» 
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Tanja Bogusz*  

Experiencing Practical Knowledge: Emerging Convergences of Pragmatism and Sociolog-

ical Practice Theory 

Abstract. The classical philosophy of American pragmatism has experienced a striking 

renaissance within the social sciences during the last decade especially in France and 

Germany. My essay takes this development as a starting point to propose a historical and 

epistemological combination of pragmatism and sociological practice theory from an an-

thropological viewpoint. In the long run this combination is not only supposed to over-

come their pretended incommensurateness in social theory, but to consolidate their meth-

odological convergences, which, while actually reclaimed in international social and cul-

tural anthropology, still wait to be applied in a more systematic relation. Hence, the essay 

examines their respective approaches concerning knowledge, action and the importance of 

experience starting with William James and Émile Durkheim (1). In a second step, the 

concepts of experience and practice in the works of John Dewey and Pierre Bourdieu will 

be compared one to another (2). The essay finishes by outlining a possible combination 

based on emergence theory that still has to be developped (3). 

Introduction 

ñPragmatism and sociologyò observed Émile Durkheim in 1914, share ña sense of life 

and action. Both are children of the same eraò (Durkheim 1983: 1). This assumption has 

gained ground in current social science and humanities discourse, in particular in France 

and Germany, a development I shall examine below. Following the skepticism of post-

modernism, both practice theory and pragmatism are undergoing a renaissance that can be 

seen not least in the so-called epistemological turns of the past decade. Thus the ñpractice 

turnò of the 1990s was followed by the ñpragmatic turnò of the beginning of the 21st centu-

ry internationally in social and cultural sciences as well as in philosophy. Despite the obvi-

ous convergences of both traditions of thought, there has not yet been a systematic analysis 

of their epistemological convergences1. This essay addresses this desideratum through a 

comparative analysis of the sociologists Émile Durkheim and Pierre Bourdieu and the phi-

losophers William James and John Dewey. Without a doubt, these four protagonists are dif-

ferent in many respects. Durkheim rejected the vitalist principles that characterized Jamesô 

pragmatism and radical empiricism, and Bourdieu did not embrace Deweyôs political opti-

mism about social and cognitive spaces of opportunity that could potentially support social 

change towards a more democratic and humane society. It seems it is exactly these distinc-

tions that differentiated sociology from pragmatism from the very beginning and that, at 

least in francophone countries, long hindered pragmatism from gaining the recognition and 

attention in Europe that it deserved. The situation in Germany was not much better until 

Hans Joas has introduced American pragmatism into German sociological theory. At the 
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same time, no connections were made between pragmatism and the epistemological foun-

dations of Pierre Bourdieuôs practice theory, which the late Frankfurter School saw as utili-

tarian cultural sociology (Honneth 1984, Joas and Knöbl 2004); practice theoryôs call for 

the creation of theory based on experience and empirical reflection was applied anything 

but stringently.  

The French neo-pragmatic movement under the label of the ñsociologie pragmatique de 

la critiqueò was constituted in the early 1990ôs notably by ex-scholars of Bourdieu against 

his sociology, or, more precisely, against the structuralist heritage in his conception of the 

habitus. On the other hand, and without making it explicit, it reinforced Bourdieuôs practi-

cal epistemology through an ethnomethodological and actor-centered perspective, that had 

obviously inspired Bourdieuôs own practice as a researcher, but was widely neglected in his 

theoretical architecture. Moreover and curiously enough, the French pragmatic movement 

was itself not originated by a reception of the American classics. In a way, these inconsist-

encies contributed to the general idea that pragmatism and practice theory have not much in 

common. However in the meantime, over ten years after Bourdieuôs death, today it is again 

possible to take up the idea of Bourdieuôs practice theory free of the former Parisian trench 

fighting (Boltanski 2008 and 2009, De Fornel and Ogien 2011) and at the same time sys-

tematically re-read Jamesô and Deweyôs writings (De Fornel and Lemieux 2007, Karsenti 

2007) and conceptualize them anew for the sociological theory of knowledge (Thévenot 

2011). This is the impulse I have followed.  

Practice, in Jamesô and Deweyôs pragmatism, as well as in Durkheimôs and Bourdieuôs 

sociology, signifies first of all an anthropological category. Its material, physical and cogni-

tive complexity is that it refers equally to contradictory states ever-present in homo duplex: 

difference and repetition, creation and reproduction, action and reflection, volatility and 

stability. This definition of practice contrasts ï particularly explicitly in Dewey and Bour-

dieuôs writings ï on an epistemological level with a reason-centered and universalistic con-

cept of humanity that was again radically questioned by the post-modern ideas of the 1990s. 

At the same time, this concept nevertheless created an awareness of the considerable power 

of institutions and structures both to reinforce social inequality and to question its internali-

zation and modification through practice. ñPracticeò is at the same time the critical counter-

part to ñtheoryò, provided that the latter is not hypostatized as the origin of knowledge. The 

creation of a dichotomy between theory and practice is already the starting point of all four 

authorsô critiques of consciousness considering the philosophy and humanities of their re-

spective times. In this sense, the term practice is very close to concepts of ñexperienceò (in 

Bourdieu ñdispositionò), ñknowledgeò and ñemergenceò ï an idea that already informed 

Durkheimôs thought and also allows for a connection between pragmatism and practice 

theory as I shall suggest below. 

My assumption is that an interpretation ï based on emergence theory ï of the categories 

central to both these schools; experience/disposition, knowledge and practice shall make an 

explicit combination of pragmatism and a sociological theory of practice possible that has 

not yet been attempted and that takes into account both socio-structural limits and contin-

gent and optional spaces of possibility.In my use of the practice-oriented term ñemer-

genceò, I use Wolfgang Krohn and Günther Küppersô definition: the appearance of a new 

quality characterized by a specific ñself-organized dynamic of processò (Krohn and Küp-

pers 1992: 7-8)
2
 considering the fact, that, as Neil Gross points out, ñpragmatists suggest 

                                                           
2
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a pragmatic/practice theory perspective ï and especially in regard to the positions examined here ï the processuali-
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that means and ends are not always given prior to action é, but are instead often emergent 

from action. é This is especially the case in situations of ambiguity, which pragmatism is 

uniquely poised to make sense ofò (Gross 2009: 367). This processual dynamic is especial-

ly important to the prominence of practice in terms of its ability to form reality, its creative 

force, central to both practice theory and experimental thinking. For James and for Dewey, 

as well as for Bourdieu, knowledge is a mode of practical action based on the fundamental 

rejection of an essentialist point of reference divorced from action. They were interested in 

the dynamics of human action as a practical construction of the social. I therefore take a 

particularly close look at Jamesô and Durkheimôs theories of knowledge and action and the 

meaning of (collective) ñexperienceò (1). I then compare the terms ñexperienceò and ñprac-

ticeò in the philosophy of John Dewey and Pierre Bourdieuôs theory of knowledge and so-

ciety (2). Finally, I shall make an attempt to explain why conceptualizing these approaches 

using a theory of emergence is important for a pragmatist theory of practice that is yet to be 

developed (3). 

I. Modern critiques of consciousness in France and the USA: Durkheimôs ñsociologie 

de lôactionò and Jamesôñradical empiricismò 

At the start of the twentieth century, Émile Durkheim elevated sociology to a discipline 

that, not incidentally, in France oscillated between scientific positivism and metaphysical 

philosophy. This new French discipline could only gain as philosophy and the natural sci-

ences vied for interpretative supremacy. Durkheimôs anti-fundamentalist criticism of teleo-

logical metaphysics on the one hand and empirical determinism on the other hand sparked 

passionate debates at the turn of the century on how best to grasp the societal challenges of 

the modern era. This is the point at which Durkheimôs empirical social science connects 

with American pragmatism and which accentuates his sociological method. Durkheimôs 

claim to a completely new social science, genetically and empirically, has a worthy oppo-

nent in William Jamesô pragmatism and radical empiricism.  

Durkheimôs lectures on pragmatism, held in the winter of 1913/1914, but first published 

in 1955 from studentsô notes, were a reaction to three questions articulated by the pragma-

tist movement: 1) The meaning of experience for the constitution of social reality, 2) The 

centrality of action and practice to gaining knowledge and finally 3) The search for a meth-

od to gauge the relationship between empirical facts and individual and collective con-

sciousness. According to Hans Joas and the French philosopher Bruno Karsenti, the im-

portance of Durkheimôs pragmatism lectures as a component of his sociologie de lôaction 

has been underestimated to date. Thus both sociology and pragmatism made an important 

early contribution to practice theory, most recently discussed in the context of the so-called 

practice turn (Karsenti 2006: 162-163, Karsenti 2007: 139).  

The pragmatistsô epistemological interest arose from an underlying anthropological as-

sumption
3
; that humans can be distinguished from animals by their reduced instincts. As a 

result, they meet crisis situations with neither a universally given nor internalized spectrum 

of action, but rather must experiment. In his well-known 1878 essay ñHow to make our ide-

                                                                                                                                                    
ty of emergent phenomena is always conceivable over a longer period of time (durée). This becomes clearer in the 
following analysis of the four authorsô positions. 

3
 This is however in dispute in current discourse on pragmatic philosophy and is for example partially contest-

ed by Bruno Latour, Didier Debaise, Jean-Christophe Goddard and Pierre Montebello. The ñnon-anthropologicalò 
interpretation of pragmatism, particularly in France, is currently undergoing a reinterpretation with an eye towards 
the life sciences and technical philosophy prompted by Gabriel Tarde on Henri Bergson, William James, and Al-
fred North Whitehead on Gilbert Simondon and Gilles Deleuze. 
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as clearò, C.S. Peirce founded pragmatism as an epistemological semiotics and a means of 

clarifying the practical significance of terminology. Peirce, James and Dewey were search-

ing for methodological connecting points between natural sciences and philosophical epis-

temology. The problem with philosophy, as Dewey in particular never tired of saying, is its 

insistence on metaphysically founded absolute certainty from which it defended its domi-

nance in the humanities in the face of the growing omnipresence of the natural sciences. 

The philosophy of pragmatism on the other hand, was based on the underlying assumption 

that both quotidian and scientific knowledge is based primarily on experience and practice. 

Knowledge represents therefore a hypothetical endeavor, while practice has both a creative 

and an experimental character. For James, John Dewey summarized Jamesô accomplish-

ment in this context as follows: ñIn brief, Jamesôs theory is replacing the traditional concept 

of absolute truth with experimentalismò (MW 12: 220). 

The sociologist Durkheim was skeptical about this epistemological optimism. For one 

thing, he doubted the existence of unfettered possibilities espoused by experimental think-

ing, he rather believed in constrictive social norms; he also found that the pragmatists ig-

nored the importance of history by their emphasis on the new social spaces of possibility 

opened up by the modern era, the structural framework of which was equally created and 

limited by the freedom of the human will (Durkheim 1982: 134-135). James believed these 

spaces of possibility were based on experiences in the world and of the world in which old 

truths and new experiences collaborate, a particular focus of his radical empiricism. Jamesô 

pragmatism sought in the end to ensure the connection of truth and usefulness. While 

Peirceôs ñpragmaticismò, as he later renamed his philosophy to distinguish it from Jamesô, 

concentrated on applying mathematical logic to philosophical knowledge in order to intro-

duce it to philosophy through an experimental method of abduction ï building hypotheses ï 

as a ñlaboratory habit of mindò, James, a psychologist, applied naturalist methods to prac-

tice-based cognition. A polemic against both rationalism and (particularly Humean) empiri-

cism, pragmatism aimed also to refer to a basic method of thinking; both a theory of reality 

and a genetic theory of truth. The pragmatic method should act as an intermediary between 

different perspectives, highlighting their transformative elements, as James explained in 

1907 in ñPragmatismò: It is thus an ñindication of the ways in which existing realities may 

be changed. Theories become thus instruments, not answers to enigmas, in which we can 

rest. We wonôt lie upon them, we move forward, and, on occasion, make nature over again 

by their aidò (James 1978: 32). Similar to Durkheimôs sociology, pragmatists are in opposi-

tion to all essentialist tendencies in the philosophical tradition that divided the empirical 

from theory. Durkheimôs sociology is also instrumental and interventionist; not only in 

terms of its methodological approach but also in terms of its practical function - in two 

senses a sociologie de lôaction. But how do Jamesô philosophy and Durkheimôs sociology 

correspond in regard to their respective aims? 

I.1 Experience and collective consciousness 

The following examination of Durkheimôs comments on pragmatism elucidates the way 

in which Durkheim was able to hone his original sociological arguments by grappling with 

James. The term ñexperienceò is central to both; as a new critique of consciousness it is one 

of the most important paradigms in the modern humanities. Bruno Karsenti observes that 

Durkheimôs ñopposition to pragmatism [is] ... just as clear as to Kantianism and empiri-

cism. However it makes the relentlessness and the specificity of Durkheimôs thesis clear, 

which attempts to prevail against the challenges of a theory, which itself acted similarly at 

its onset, by overcoming both classical theoretical trends by redefining óexperience.ô Ac-
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cordingly one could ask whether [Durkheimôs] socio-empiricism is not primarily a socio-

logical version of óradical empiricismôò (Karsenti 2007: 134)
4
. 

Karsenti is referring here to the lectures on pragmatism and to Durkheimôs studies on 

the sociology of religion which for some time have been discussed in France and in the 

USA as ñsocio-empiricismò in regards to the impulses they provided for practice theory 

(Rawls 1996, De Fornel and Lemieux 2007). Both James and Durkheim phrase their hu-

manist critique of consciousness as a radical empiricist attack on metaphysical ideas of con-

sciousness: ñTruth thus means, according to humanism, the relation of less fixed parts of 

experience (predicates) to other relatively fixed parts (subjects); and we are not required to 

seek it in a relation of experience as such to anything beyond itselfò (James 1975: 212). 

Jamesô radical empiricism thus refers primarily the attempt to bring together the process of 

the relation of experiences with the demands of any given reality; or to connect rational and 

empirical thought
5
. In his famous 1904 essay ñDoes consciousness exist?ò James even goes 

so far as to take complete leave of the term ñconsciousnessò in favor of its ñpragmatic 

equivalent in realities of experienceò. However, since this thought appears absurd to him he 

adds:  

 
that I mean only to deny that the word stands for an entity, but to insist most emphatically 

that it does stand for a function. ... [T]here is a function in experience which thoughts per-

form, and for the performance of which this quality of being is invoked. That function is 

knowing (James 1922: 3-4). 

 

Radical empiricism as a critique of consciousness seeks to debunk the underlying onto-

logical assumption of an absolute origin of consciousness, as David Lapoujade emphasizes:  

 
To free the self from the assignation to an origin at the same time frees human action from 

an organizational plan hidden in nature, with the mind subjugated to its effects. There is 

no plan other than the organizational plan of experience (Lapoujade 2008: 185). 

 

Seen this way, both radical empiricism and Durkheim aspire to connect to the Lebens-

welt (life-world), however Durkheim doubts that it is possible to capture consciousness 

within social reality using Jamesô at the same time abstract and subject-oriented terminolo-

gy of ñpure experienceò or the ñstream of experienceò. He criticizes Jamesô vitalist ap-

proach, a criticism he also aims at his French competitors Gabriel Tarde and Henri Berg-

son. Similar to Bergson, the pragmatists, according to Durkheim, postulate a reverse evolu-

tion in which the simplest life form is differentiated and individual and the highest life form 

is commingling and life-flow. He in contrast sees differentiation of both organic and social 

life as proof that ñcreative developmentò (Bergson) goes in the other direction: from the 

primitive state of commingling to the current (modern) state of differentiation. The respec-

tive central terms ï the ñstream of experienceò (James following Bergson) and the ñsocial 

factò (Durkheim) mirror this fundamental difference, further ignited by Durkheimôs desire 

to distance himself from psychology ï Jamesô origins ï as well as his claim to an objective 

                                                           
4
 A similar view is found in Joas regarding the agreement of Durkheim and pragmatism on building a ñtheory 

of the social constitution of the fundamental category of knowledgeò (Joas 1993: 267). However in my opinion 
this is less true of James who (unlike Durkheim) does not extrapolate from the dualism of practice and knowledge, 
but radically circumvents the difference between thought and action by preferring the concept of experience. It is 
thus presumably experience (Joas 1993: 261) that needs to be questioned as a radical empiricist and sociological 
term. 

5
 On the contemporary form of the empirical turn see Joas 1993, 261-2. 
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sociology
6
. Whereas pure experience as an ñexperience of actualitiesò (Lapoujade 2008: 

184) is always in the process of becoming, a social fact is also governed by process, but it is 

the result of differentiation, in particular of the social division of labor. The respective un-

derstanding of practice is similar; in Durkheim it is based on a theory of differentiation and 

is not holistic as in pragmatism. The ñorganizational plan of experienceò (Lapoujade) is for 

Durkheim also primarily an external factor; it develops within the framework of a collective 

consciousness which both acts upon the individual and at the same time is created by him. 

This dual character of experiencing and producing mirrors Durkheimôs underlying assump-

tion of homo duplex, whose irreducible social self culminates as ñcollective representationò 

in the ñsocial factò, in the ñassociationò or even in the ñcrystallization of social phenomena 

from social currentsò (Durkheim 1981: 173, Durkheim 1954: 433). This genealogical cul-

mination results from an understanding of the social as sui generis, institutionalized within 

specific social milieus
7
.  

Durkheimôs sociology oscillates between this processual perspective and an emphasis 

on the structuring power of social and conventional norms (Durkheim 1953: 24-25, Lukes 

1973: 10, Sawyer 2005: 103-104). This oscillation distinguishes both the contradictoriness 

and the complexity of Durkheimôs thought and also makes it thoroughly plausible that he 

was influenced by both Bergson and James, as this passage from ñSociology and its scien-

tific domainò (1900) shows, a reply to Georg Simmelôs essay ñDas Gebiet der Soziologieò 

(the field of sociology):  

 
Without a doubt phenomena concerning structure are somewhat more stable than func-

tional phenomena, but there are only gradual differences between these two orders of 

facts. Structure itself can only be grasped in becoming and we can only see it as evident 

by taking into account the process of becoming. Structure is ceaselessly built up and bro-

ken down, it is life that has reached a certain degree of consolidation and to separate it 

from the life from which it has come or the life which determines it is equivalent to taking 

apart that which is inseparable (Durkheim 1975: 22). 

 

R. Keith Sawyer correspondingly makes out the following forms of social emergence in 

Durkheimôs oeuvre: ñ1. The crystallization of social phenomena from social currents. 2. 

The historical perspective of a social stage from a social milieu, 3. The emergence of col-

lective representations from the social milieuò (Sawyer 2005: 123)
8
. Collective experience 

is primarily important for the practice theory dimension of Durkheimôs conceptual thought 

because it reflects the functional interdependence of ñimpersonal norms of thoughtò and 

social practices (Durkheim 1975: 30, Karsenti 2006: 195f.). Durkheim, as a reaction to the 

accusation that his sociology was similar to Hobbesô or Machiavelliôs power theories, holds 

up the emergent character of collective experience ï in his Rules already linked to the term 

ñassociationò: ñBut if, contrary to these philosophers, we say that social life is natural, it is 

                                                           
6
 An excurses on Durkheimôs exploration of Jamesô Principles of Psychology which runs through his pragma-

tism lectures would shed more light on this. While some sociologists tended to see psychology primarily as a area 
of demarcation (particularly true of Pierre Janetôs und Gabriel Tardesô psychologie sociale), Durkheim and his 
student Maurice Halbwachsô psychologie collective repeatedly stresses the importance of psychological knowledge 
for a sociological analysis (Durkheim 1953: 1-34; Bastide 1958). 

7
 Here I follow Steven Lukeôs argument that Durkheim replaced the term ñcrystallizationò with the term ñin-

stitutionò or uses them synonymously.  
8
Accordingly, it is possible to interpret Durkheimôs statement that sociology is the science of institutions from 

an emergence theory perspective:Sociology is at the same time a science for studying institutionalizing (Castoriad-
is) evolving phenomena, ñassociations,ò as wells as stabilizing institutions in the meaning of material and moral 
structures. 
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not because we find its origin in the nature of the individual; it is because it derives directly 

from the collective being which is, of itself a nature sui generis; it is because it arises from 

that special process of elaboration which individual consciousness undergo through their 

association with each other and whence evolves a new form of existenceò (Durkheim 1982: 

144). Sawyer trenchantly remarked on the place of consciousness in this context: ñCollec-

tive representations are of qualitatively different nature than individual representations be-

cause they are emergent social factsò (Sawyer 2005: 106). Therefore the collective, external 

to the individual person, marks the impossibility of reducing the social to the individual 

subject.  

Durkheimôs sociologie de lôaction thus positions itself as an emergence theory alterna-

tive to radical empiricism in which experience and consciousness are historically saturated 

due to their collectivity ï for Durkheim the central characteristic of the modern era. If expe-

rience and consciousness are equally central to the constitution of reality for both Durk-

heimôs sociology and Jamesô philosophy of pragmatism, what role does practice play? Here 

I arrive at the core of Durkheimôs criticism of pragmatism, on the basis of which the cen-

trality of practice and its differing functions in sociology and pragmatism becomes clear. 

I.2 Practice: Action and knowledge 

In his sociophysiological studies, Durkheim uses both the terms ñactionò and ñpractice.ò 

His professor and supporter in Bordeaux, Alfred Espinas, had already introduced praxéolo-

gie as a sociological theory of practice in 1897 (Espinas 1897: 8-9, Filloux 1987: 45-46, 

Durkheim 1969: 296). Jamesô definition of the term practice on the other hand is greatly 

influenced by Peirce and signifies an epistemological category the purpose of which is not 

quite clear, as John Dewey criticized in his 1907 essay ñWhat pragmatism means by practi-

cal.ò For James practice is a distinguishing attribute of an assumed measure of the truth of a 

statement, although it refers to the hypothetical character of every truth. Truths, as faits ac-

complis, are not a priori concepts, but are made. Their characteristics are not static, but dy-

namic and practical (MW 4: 98 ff., Durkheim 1981: 125). This instrumental thought is 

based on the one hand on an analogy with natural sciences and on the other hand on a con-

cept of experience to which James imparts, as to consciousness, a functional importance for 

acquiring knowledge. This analogy is clear in the term ñexperimental thoughtò that, similar 

to the French expérimentation subsumes experiment, experience and mental movement. 

Empiricism is connected with life-worldly and scientific experience, to which a mentalist 

advantage is given, and now can also be applied methodologically. Dewey remarks on this: 

ñI believe we can say ... that the development of the idea of experience to which James 

more than pointed, which he initiated for us, constitutes a revolutionary change in tradition-

al empiricismò (LW 15: 13). Thus ñpracticeò in pragmatism means above all turning away 

from metaphysical ideas of truth and toward a life-worldly reality (James 1975: 278-279). 

For this reason, James sees an inseparable connection between practice and knowledge. 

This connection is created cognitively by experience. Because thought and reality are never 

completely in concordance, experience has the reality-stabilizing function of bridging this 

gulf. This fundamental critique of Humesô empiricism, Kantôs a priori and the Cartesian 

cogito is at the same time the foundation for pragmatismôs attempt to rehabilitate practice; 

only when the individual elements of experience (James 1922: 63-64) have become mani-

fest as practice in the Lebenswelt do they create that what Lapoujade termed the ñorganiza-

tional planò that no longer needs an a priori origin.  

Durkheim rejects this theory in its entirety ï he sees no affinity between practice and 

knowledge as they serve completely different functions (Durkheim 1981: 166-167, Thé-
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venot 2006: 190-191). Whereas James and Dewey see ñpracticeò as a variable, a contin-

gent, experimental category that questions existing patterns of behavior and ways of think-

ing, meant to withstand the danger of a philosophy divorced from life; Durkheim (and later 

also Bourdieu) emphasizes its repetitive, stabilizing, compulsory and collectivizing aspects 

which allow individuals only a ñrelative autonomyò (Durkheim 1953: 23)
9
. Like James, he 

speaks of an experimental method (Durkheim 1982: 110), but one that differs from all other 

social sciences ï and thus also the philosophy of pragmatism: ñThe manner in which socie-

ty is constituted is one thing, how it acts is something completely different. These are two 

kinds of realities, so different that they cannot be researched using the same procedures and 

must be separated from one anotherò (Durkheim 1975: 22). It is this methodological separa-

tion that, in a second step necessary to sociology, first enables putting societal practice and 

general science into the right relationship to one another: ñIt is true that science can only 

concern itself with the facts through the mediation of art, but art is only the extension of 

scienceò (Durkheim 1982: 87)
10

. According to Anne W. Rawls, this argument stems from a 

theory of practice: ñFor Durkheim, social practices are not ideal and they do not consist 

primarily of ideas, representations and beliefs. These are merely secondary phenomena. For 

Durkheim, society consists first and foremost of enacted practices that give rise to real so-

cial forces that participants in the assembled group experience jointlyò (Rawls 1996: 434). 

At the same time, Durkheimôs theory is hardly a bottom-up perspective, as Rawls asserts 

using an interactionist and ethnomethodological approach. Durkheimôs definition of prac-

tice ï though never explicitly stated ï is rather situated at the threshold of stability and 

change that produces the act of association and its crystallization as a practical, emergent 

phenomenon (Durkheim 1953: 30).This is particularly clear in the understanding of practice 

in Durkheimôs late sociology of religion in which he describes the act of believing as a dis-

position to act, expressed both in creative (éffervescence, délir) and in everyday acts. This, 

according to Karsenti, is the important practice theory core of Durkheimôs thought: ñIn oth-

er words, the sociological vision never resolves the tension between creation and institu-

tionalization and this is the context in which it poses the question of practiceò (Karsenti 

2006: 208). According to Durkheim, the relation of thought to reality is therefore ña practi-

cal relationshipò (Karsenti 2007: 135). The contingency of social practices led him to the 

fundamental anthropological belief in the duality of consciousness and action, assuming a 

homo duplex. From Durkheimôs viewpoint, consciousness and action are not to be treated 

on the same ontological plane on which his anti-utilitarian rebuttal of supposed pragmatist 

utilitarianism is founded ï the emergence theory critique of an intentional category of prac-

tice, guided by free will
11

. Durkheim replaces the reciprocal relationship of thought and ac-

tion based on the underlying assumption of the ñreverse evolutionò that he imputes to 

Pragmatism with a psychological theory of differentiation, as Karsenti explains: ñ[I]t is 

about understanding imbalance as a pause in movement, which causes thought to emerge 

and not thought as the trigger of a compensating movementò (Karsenti 2007a: 139). Ac-

cording to Durkheim, consciousness requires the suspension of action in order to unfold at 

all. Following Karsenti, this is a ñprocess of the idealization of objects through which they 

are transformed. Such a process is in one sense creative, in the measure to which it is col-

lectiveò (Karsenti 2007a: 138). This is clear not only in the ñElementary Forms of Religious 

                                                           
9
The term ñrelative autonomyò already appears in early Marx and is later taken up again by Bourdieu (see 

Bourdieu 1992: 26; Bogusz 2007: 18ff.). 
10

 Around 1900, ñles artsò was a synonym for practice, Durkheimôs supporter Espinas uses the terms inter-
changeably (Espinas 1897). 

11
A criticism that however has no impact, as Joas has shown (see Joas 1993: 263ff.). 
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Lifeò (Durkheim 1954: 16ff.), but also already in the ñRulesò (Durkheim 1982: 39f.) and in 

Durkheimôs writings on individual and collective beliefs, in which he applies emergence 

theory to the relation between experience, practice and knowledge (Durkheim 1953). Far 

from negating practice as constituting knowledge, in Durkheimôs view it is exactly the pro-

cess of turning practice into non-practice which is the precondition for knowledge; ña sin-

gular practice of thinking, a practice of suspending practiceò (Karsenti 2007a: 140). 

In sum it can be said that Durkheimôs epistemology oscillates greatly between social ho-

lism on the one hand and a theory of differentiation on the other hand which makes the 

emergence theory centrality of association plausible. In order to establish social holism (i.e. 

to grasp it in its complexity) it is important to examine the dualism of action and knowledge 

and then resolve this dualism though a theory of emergence in the social as sui generis. 

James no longer needs this dualism. His work is characterized by a complete break with the 

positivist epistemological position, replaced in radical empiricism by an emergent phenom-

enology of associated experiences. While Durkheim therefore still needs the dualist opposi-

tion of rationalism and empiricism to introduce his sociological method as a way of recon-

ciling them, James positions himself apart from this dualism. Jamesô and Durkheimôs theo-

ries differ in their empiricist radicalism. While Durkheim defends this radicalism by setting 

his sociological method against a knowledge that is not empirically saturated, James cir-

cumvents the latter by means of a scientist cognitive theory of knowledge (MW 12: 205). 

One could therefore also say that their respective emergent ideas differ in that Durkheim 

used a conceptual principle to create a connection to life-worldly practices, while James in-

voked a functionalist principle based on vitalism.  

II . The epistemological centrality of experience and practice: Dewey and Bourdieu 

John Dewey and Pierre Bourdieu, in their respective fields of philosophy and sociology, 

were keys in lending a specific epistemological meaning to ñpractice.ò In his last lectures at 

the Collège de France on the epistemological goal of the idea of the social field, Bourdieu 

defined it as a combination of a comparative method and a dispositional philosophy of ac-

tion (Bourdieu 2001: 68). The dispositionality of action is an idea Bourdieu began formu-

lating in the 1960s within the framework of his field theory as sens pratique up to his con-

cept of habitus, which stresses the dynamic and processual incorporation of social 

knowledge. Asked in 1987 the extent to which his ideas coincided with the American tradi-

tion of pragmatism, Bourdieu answered:  

Indeed, the affinities and convergences are quite striking ... . [T]he theory of practical sense 

presents many similarities with theories, such as Deweyôs, that grant a central role to the no-

tion of habit, understood as an active and creative relation to the world, and reject all the con-

ceptual dualisms upon which nearly all post-Cartesian philosophies are based: subject and ob-

ject, internal and external, material and spiritual, individual and social, and so onò (Bourdieu-

Wacquant 1992c: 122). 

In this statement, Bourdieu specifies two decisive intersections: the rejection of a dual-

ist, reductionist, purely metaphysical theory of knowledge, also Durkheimôs and Jamesô 

starting point, and the importance of the concept of dispositional practical sense, in the 

meaning of a performative creative action option also inherent in his idea of habit and espe-

cially ï as I will examine in further detail below ï in Deweyôs active experience (experi-

mentation). Dewey describes Jamesô legacy in this area as having in pragmatism laid the 
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foundation to be able to ñrecognize that experience is an intimate union of emotion and 

knowledgeò (LW 15: 17). 

II .1 Experimental thought and practice as a method of knowledge 

John Deweyôs entire oeuvre is characterized by a deep exploration of experience, prac-

tice and knowledge. He concentrates on the connections between naturalistic/natural sci-

ence instruments of knowledge and a philosophy of action and practice informed by Peirce 

and James. This is particulary obvious in his pioneer works on experimental psychology 

and his famous paper on ñThe Reflex Arc Concept in Psychologyò (1896). Similar to 

James, he accuses modern philosophy of generally ignoring functional thought. He con-

trasts it with an empirical theory of ideas that he holds up as one of the most important 

achievements in the history of ideas, able to bring about the true liberation of thought, be-

cause the ñdefinition of the nature of ideas in terms of operations to be performed and the 

test of the validity of the ideas by the consequences of these operations establishes connec-

tivity within concrete experience. At the same time, by emancipation of thinking from the 

necessity of testing its conclusions solely by reference to antecedent existence it makes 

clear the originative possibilities of thinkingò (LW 4: 92). For all pragmatists, and especial-

ly for Dewey and George Herbert Mead, Darwinôs evolutionary theory inspired and justi-

fied the importance of functionalism not only within the natural and the life sciences, but 

also for philosophy and psychology. The groundbreaking changes in the ways knowledge 

was acquired brought about by modern natural sciences and the consequent necessity of 

transcending the dualism of theory and practice are ideas Dewey explores in The Quest for 

Certainty. A Study of the Relation of Knowledge and Action (LW 4). According to Dewey, 

the dichotomy of practice and theory in which the identity of occidental philosophy was 

grounded stems from psychological and anthropological uncertainties which made the 

ñquest for cognitive certaintyò the most urgent task and can thus be seen as the origin of the 

development of theory divorced from practice and empiricism. However in the modern era, 

experimental empiricism and operational thought gained ascendancy in the natural sciences 

and final leave was taken from the idea of a tangible reality beyond the realm of empirical 

fact or, as Dewey called it, from a ñspectator theory of knowledge. ... For science in becom-

ing experimental has itself become a mode of directed practical doingò (LW 4: 20). From 

this, Dewey concludes that  

 

the consequences of substituting search for security by practical means for quest of absolute 

certainty by cognitive means will then be considered in its bearing upon the problem of our 

judgments regarding the values which control conduct, especially its social phases (LW 4: 

20). 

Knowledge is thus for Dewey a specific moment of experience (or ñeventò), similar to 

Jamesô pure experience; however neither, as in James, in a vitalist sense nor, as in Durk-

heim, in the sense of an ordering moment; for Dewey, knowledge is rather the cognitive 

equivalent to practical research (West 1989b: 188). At the same time, Dewey protested 

against all forms of naive positivism. Rather he pleads for ña philosophy of experience 

[which] may be empirical without either being false to actual experience or being com-

pelled to explain away the values dearest to the heart of manò (LW 4: 86). Similar to James, 

experience and practice close the gap between rationalism and empiricism, however Dewey 
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preferences practice as a inexhaustible source of inspiration for knowledge, particularly in 

its close tie to more empirical experience:  

In reaction against the age-long depreciation of practice in behalf of contemplative 

knowledge, there is a temptation simply to turn things upside down. But the essence of prag-

matic instrumentalism is to conceive of both knowledge and practice as means of making 

goods ï excellencies of all kinds ï secure in experienced existenceò (LW 4: 30)12.  

As Andreas Hetzel has aptly noted, Dewey thus follows, similar to James, a ñstrategy of 

degrounding practiceò which rejects the ñtranscendental philosophical question of meta-

practical grounds for practiceò (Hetzel 2008: 38). 

Although he himself remains a philosopher, Dewey connects philosophical epistemo-

logical ambitions with a sociological and genealogical perspective. From this Dewey con-

cludes that experience and practice are the categories par excellence for constituting reality 

for ñópracticalô means the future responses which an object requires of us or commits us toò 

(MW 4: 102). Hetzel remarks on Deweyôs and Jamesô use of the term practice: ñPractice is 

never completely itself; it acts rather upon something else and defines itself by means of 

this effectiveness, by means of cause and effect. Theory is not the other of practice, but can 

be described as a gestalt or figure of this self-difference of practiceò (Hetzel 2008: 18-19). 

This idea of practice is reminiscent of Karsentiôs analysis of Durkheimôs understanding of 

practice, as opposed to knowledge, as being informed by a theory of differentiation. Prac-

tice, because it does not only signify human action for futurity, but is also the expression of 

the uncertain provisional nature of ñactive knowledge,ò is two-sided ï both durable and 

permeable: ñThe realm of the practicalò, Dewey wrote, ñis the region of change, and change 

is always contingent; it has in it an element of chance that cannot be eliminatedò (LW 4: 

16). Deweyôs concept of practice questions universalistic and reason-centered definitions of 

knowledge in the tradition of his predecessor Jamesô radical empiricism, but he hones this 

concept much more clearly than James in the direction of a social reformist theory of ac-

tion, a social philosophy of action concerned primarily with showing ñhow the actual pro-

cedures of knowledge, interpreted after the pattern formed by experimental inquiry, cancel 

the isolation of knowledge from overt actionò (Dewey 1930: 49). Dewey thus implicitly 

takes up the holistic connection of knowledge and action criticized by Durkheim in Jamesô 

theory, by attempting to empirically connect them in the social Lebenswelt, in order to find 

answers to social questions. Bourdieu also makes this empirical association. 

Pierre Bourdieuôs practice theory arose as both an extension of and alternative to Durk-

heimôs sociologie de lôaction. While Bourdieu shared Durkheimôs insistence on the power 

of social structures, on objectivity and against all forms of spontaneous sociology as well as 

his genealogical and relational methodology; he departed from Durkheim in his criticism of 

a theory-practice dichotomy. If the social subject is inextricably connected to his environ-

ment, which in turn helps structure his bodily and historical socialization, then, in Bour-

dieuôs view, a conflict remains that Durkheim ignored: The social division of labor stems 

not only from the ñneutralò ground of differentiation and association, but also on the basis 

of the epistemological conflict between theory and practice also criticized by Dewey. How-

ever Bourdieuôs concept of practice is oriented towards Marxôs critique of domination, 

which studies the social division of theory and practice as a fundamental and antagonistic 

contradiction of capitalist societies. For the anthropological Marx, this critique of domina-

                                                           
12

 In Art as Experience (LW 10) Dewey describes the aesthetic character of the ñexperience of thinkingò. 
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tion means locating the constitutive heterogeneity of thought and action so as to create the 

conditions for overcoming them. In this way Marx also sees thought as another form of so-

cial practice, as a non-practice which led to the differentiation of social classes. But how 

can we grasp this contradiction between practice and non-practice?  

Bourdieuôs critique follows Marx in the respect that he believes that to comprehend this 

antagonism, a theoretical construct of the structures which produced it is necessary. There-

fore ña theory is needed that looks at the structures from which it comes and which have 

produced it, without which it cannot see what has caused it. This means that to truly think 

about social structures ... it is necessary to think about the preconditions for the separation 

of practice and theoryò (Karsenti 2011: 109). This realization of the necessity of a theoreti-

cal construct is at the same time a distrust of its dominance. From this Bourdieu articulated 

his genetic or constructivist structuralism as opposed to the structuralism of Ferdinand de 

Saussure and Claude Lévi-Strauss. Similar to Durkheim, an emergence theory concept of 

structures can be seen in Bourdieu ï structures in the process of becoming, dynamic ñfunc-

tional phenomenaò which James associated with perceptual consciousness. This emergence 

theory perspective is exhibited in the interplay that Bourdieu sees between experiences 

(dispositions), practices, habitus and social structure: ñThe habitus which, at every moment, 

structures new experiences in accordance with the structures produced by past experiences, 

which are modified by the new experiences within the limits defined by their power of se-

lection, brings about a unique integrationò (Bourdieu 2002: 284). Experiences and practices 

can, according to Bourdieu, not only transcend the dualism between rationalism and empir-

icism (as Durkheim noted in his critique of James), but they are also subject to the fact of 

social inequality. Thus Bourdieuôs theory of practice, influenced by Marx, receives a criti-

cal function inherent in Durkheimôs practical model of differentiation by acting on the po-

li tical level of ñdistinctionò. Experience, practice and knowledge are, for Bourdieu, insepa-

rable from the attempt to transcend the division of theory and practice in the humanities; he 

thus throws both Durkheimôs and Deweyôs critique of dualism into relief and adds a politi-

cal dimension. Unlike Durkheim, who searched for a collective consciousness that first 

makes social reality possible, Bourdieu concentrates on the reproductive mechanisms of a 

reality that is not only contingent, but also, due to the dualism of theory and practice, highly 

conflict-ridden. Bourdieu agrees with Durkheim that knowledge and reality must exhibit a 

certain degree of homogeneity so that social experience and disposition can assert them-

selves as rules at all. But in contrast to Durkheim and Dewey, who both created interven-

tionist theories within a social reform approach, Bourdieu understood the break with com-

mon sense not only as a methodological necessity, but also as a critique of domination.  

The concomitant danger of a structural theoretical determinism is mitigated by the fact 

that Bourdieuôs concept of practice is not only Marxist, but also anthropological; practice 

originates in the body. In its practice theory dimension, ñpracticeò means the meeting of the 

body with the world; a body that is both invariant and performative in its materiality
13

. In 

this context, Bourdieu refers to the generative and performative principle of practices. The 

epistemological ambitions of this dynamic idea of practice become clearer in their close 

connection to the concept of habitus which stems from a specific idea of experiences ï a 

dispositionalist philosophy of practice ï an idea that can also be found in Deweyôs concept 

of experience. 

                                                           
13

The interconnection of body and practice suggests epistemological parallels between Bourdieu and Marcel 
Mauss (Moebius 2009). 
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II .2 Experience/dispositionality/habitus 

The central importance of experience to Deweyôs work is particularly clear in Experi-

ence and Nature. In it, he calls his philosophy not ñpragmatism,ò but ñempirical natural-

ismò or ñnaturalistic empiricismò (LW 1: 10) and bases it on the preeminent position of 

human experience (LW 1: 11), a naturalistic, genealogical, fundamental principle already 

found in Jamesô radical empiricism. How does Dewey define experience differently from 

James and Durkheim? Which critique of consciousness and epistemological elements is it 

based on?  

For Dewey, experience is both an imminent and an external phenomena, it is the foun-

dation of things: ñExperience thus reaches down into nature; it has depth. It also has 

breadth and to an indefinitely elastic extent. It stretches. That stretch constitutes inferenceò 

(LW 1: 13). In contrast to Durkheim, Dewey locates experience in the whole world ï here 

too he links to Jamesô radical empiricist ñpure experienceò and to the connective relation-

ships between objects, people and experiences. Dewey distinguishes between Jamesô psy-

chological scientific philosophy and speculative philosophy (see MW 12: 203 ff.; LW 15: 3 

ff.), but in contrast to James he emphasizes the sociological and genealogical importance of 

collective experience and association. He explicitly criticizes the contraposition of individ-

ual and society as an artificial opposition which obscures the true challenges of the modern 

era; the ñreconstruction of the ways and forms in which men unite in associated activityò in 

times of rapid social change ï a challenge located not between the individual and associa-

tion, but within them (Dewey 1954: 191). Similar to Durkheim, Dewey concedes that there 

is a parallel between historical differentiation and association that are, in his opinion, rele-

vant to a theory of practice: ñA distinctive way of behaving in conjunction and connection 

with other distinctive ways of acting, independent of every else, is that toward which we are 

pointedò (Dewey 1954: 188).  

While Bourdieu believed social distinction to be the society forming category par excel-

lence and examined it as such, he locates experience more implicitly within his theories of 

disposition, practical sense and habitus, which he often used interchangeably and does not 

consistently distinguish from one another (see Bouveresse 1999: 52). Bourdieu gave up his 

more explicit term for the importance of experience to behavior and the contingent uncer-

tainty of behavior, hysteresis, more or less completely in the course of his work for the 

more structurally-oriented concept of habitus.Because of its specific function, particularly 

relating theory and practice to one another, Bourdieu defines habitus among other things as 

ñhistory turned into nature (see Bourdieu 1977: 78) and as a system of disposition. In this 

sense, the sens pratique, the relational praxeological knowledge expressed via habitus, lo-

cates experience/disposition, akin to Jamesô and Deweyôs theories, as an anthropological 

category in opposition to objectivism. Bourdieu defines disposition as the precondition to 

reflection and action based in experience, both psychologically/mentally as well as struc-

turally and thus, as in Dewey, beyond the artificial dichotomy of individual and society. 

The term disposition ñexpresses first the result of a organizing action with a meaning close 

to words such as structure; it also designates a way of being, a habitual state (especially of 

the body) and, in particular, a predisposition, tendency, propensity or inclinationò (Bour-

dieu 1977: 214).ñDispositions [are] acquired through experienceò (Bourdieu 1990: 9). 

Elsewhere, Bourdieu speaks of the ñhomogeneity of conditions, of conditionings, and thus 

of dispositionsò (Bourdieu 1990: 129), or of the ñdispositions of agents ... , that is their 

mental structuresò experienced by subjects as the long-term occupation of a position (Bour-

dieu 1990: 130-131). In this last definition, the function of disposition within his ñgenetic 

structuralismò becomes clear: the long-term occupation of a social position, a social inher-
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itance, becomes a disposition founded on Leibnizôs mode of relational thinking, which 

Bourdieu referred to repeatedly (see Bouveresse 1999: 47ff.) and which also influenced 

Jamesô definition of experience. Between habitus expressed as action and disposition Bour-

dieu sees an ñontological complicityò (Bourdieu 1990: 12) that anticipates structure; this 

expresses the function of the sens pratique and is reminiscent of Deweyôs definition of 

practice. The generalizing capabilities of dispositions are hereby not one of a transcendental 

subject such as found in the idealist tradition, but of an acting and creative agent (Bourdieu 

1990: 12).  

The terminological intersections of disposition, practical sense and practice subsumed 

by Bourdieu under the concept of habitus also however reveal the fundamental problem of 

his theory of structure and practice: It is difficult to know when a disposition is more likely 

to reproduce existing structures and has a stabilizing function and when it is the starting 

point for a change in what is structurally predetermined. The embodied, performative and 

transposable nature of habitus (ñart of inventing,ò see Bourdieu 2002: 279) that Bourdieu 

emphasizes as a defense against the accusation of structural determinism contradicts the du-

ration, persistence and stabilizing tendency ascribed to the dispositions it is founded on. Is 

this an insoluble antagonism, tilted towards structural dominance?  

To determine this, in the context of the definition for disposition Bourdieu himself gave, 

we must clarify the role of the critique of consciousness, which also motivated Jamesô and 

Durkheimôs epistemologies. In contrast to the importance of the social unconscious fre-

quently stressed by Bourdieu, his social theories and in particular the practical sense are of-

ten, incidentally similar to pragmatism, understood as close to utilitarian theories (Honneth 

1984, Joas and Knöbl 2004, Dalton 2004)ï a reading that rests on the vagueness surround-

ing the position of consciousness in Bourdieu. Paradoxically, this arises from the creative, 

performative opening of the idea of habitus in contrast to structural determinism, which 

Bourdieu often brings into an inauspicious coalition with the strategic orientation of agents, 

as if agents acted strategically according to the logic of practice most advantageous to them. 

The equation of a practical sense founded on dispositions with ñpre-logical thinkingò 

(Bourdieu 2003: 49) led to further confusion, as this seemed to provide grounds for the 

conclusion that the sens pratique is located in the realm of the unconscious, a blatant con-

tradiction to his writings on strategic action. It is worth noting that Bourdieu also states that 

dispositions ignore experiences in thought, but not in practice (Bourdieu 2002: 278), con-

cordant with Jamesô and Deweyôs idea of the supremacy of practice over knowledge. From 

this however does not follow strategic action, but the idea that dispositions which inform 

the action ï the sens pratique ï belong in the sphere of the infra-conscious, as Karsenti has 

shown (Karsenti 2011: 122). For this reason alone, habitus is neither located completely in 

the conscious sphere or in the unconscious sphere, because it always operates on a specific 

level of consciousness, namely at an intermediate level. It is both a passive and an active 

category. The same is true of experience anchored in habitus. From this viewpoint, Bour-

dieuôs conceptualization of experience is the epistemological equivalent to William Jamesô 

criticism of the concept of consciousness widely held in his times. Although James posited 

experience in opposition to (metaphysical) consciousness, he did allow for consciousness in 

a practical sense ï recognizing its function for knowledge. However this leads to utilitarian-

ism just as little as Bourdieuôs sens pratique does. In this way, Bourdieuôs theory of dispo-

sition and practical sense, understood as working at an infra-conscious level, just as Jamesô 

theory of experience, could make the connection necessary to assign consciousness with an 

equally pre-logical epistemic value, manifested between the conscious and the unconscious, 

therefore decisively physical and mental. 
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Missing in Bourdieu however, and ubiquitous in pragmatism, is the search for explana-

tions for structures of emergence and adaptation within social differentiation and the spaces 

of possibility they create. With the exception of his study on the sociology of art (Bourdieu 

1992a) Bourdieu seldom discusses the interaction of specific practices and social structures 

regarding new or contingent experiences, action options or forms of practice. My thesis is 

that to do so, we need an emergence theory perspective to hone the practice theory and 

pragmatist concepts of ñknowledgeò, ñexperienceò and ñpracticeò, as I outline in my con-

clusion. 

III . Conclusion: Social emergence theory as a point of convergence? 

Bruno Karsentiôs aforementioned thesis ï that Durkheimôs sociologie de lôaction is the 

sociological counterpart to Jamesô radical empiricism ï can be corroborated from the view-

point of emergence theory. Jamesô radical empiricism poses the question of how experience 

and knowledge are constituted. His epistemological interest, building on the category of 

experience, is focused on objects in the process of becoming. According to James, the va-

lidity of philosophical scientific truth can only be seen in practice, in its empirical connec-

tion to the natural world. Emergence theory takes an ontological holistic approach to this 

issue; Durkheim takes a more social holistic approach. Durkheimôs sociologie de lôaction 

thus positions itself as an emergence theory alternative to radical empiricism in which expe-

rience and consciousness are historically saturated due to their collectivity. It is distin-

guished by a process of differentiation characterized by the interdependence of evolving 

structures (social morphology) and practices (social physiology). Both vary accordingly be-

tween naturalist and constructivist motifs. Although Jamesô epistemological contribution to 

a grounding ñexperienceò in practice helped bring sociological perspectives into philoso-

phy
14

, his definition of practice remained epistemological and his understanding of experi-

ence was mostly individualist. Durkheim for his part did not see the dualism of theory and 

practice as an opportunity to connect his emergence theory understanding of the concept of 

ñassociationò with a critique of consciousness grounded in practice theory. Dewey however 

does make this connection. Dewey continues Jamesô work by studying the non-causality of 

practice and its irreducibility to a rational or empirical subject. He expands Jamesô critique 

of consciousness by describing knowledge as a transactional process based on active, ex-

perimental experiences. His criticism of the dissociation of individual and society resulted 

in a concept of collective associations very close to emergence theory.  

The critique of consciousness expressed by James, Durkheim and Dewey by means of 

the concept of experience is reformulated in the late modern era in Bourdieuôs sens pra-

tique.
15

 In James and Dewey, experience ï in the sense of mental, internalized infra-

conscious knowledge ï manifests itself through different series of associations (James 

1922: 9 ff., LW 1: 266-267), while in Bourdieuôs practical sense, which also reproduces the 

experiences people have on an infra-conscious level, experience contributes to the dynamic 

organization of reality. The potential of Bourdieuôs sociology for emergence theory lies in 

his method of relating disposition, practices and social structures to one another; they enter 

empirical interdependencies and produce specific social experiences. However Bourdieu 

                                                           
14
This also explains Bruno Latourôs proximity to James and Dewey, however in his critique of Durkheim he 

completely ignores Durkheimôs emergence theory approach, which leads to a significant distortion of Durkheimôs 
social theory. 

15
It remains an open question whether Bourdieu might have been able to build this criticism more solidly if he 

had stayed with the term hysteresis. 
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failed to take the necessary step of emergence theory that explains how the interaction of 

specific practices and social structures lead to the creation of new social fields. 

Here, Jamesô and Deweyôs emphasis on non-originality, the tendency towards unpre-

dictability as well as the creative, optional and anticipatory character of practice is quite 

useful, as Bourdieu himself conceded with regard to the sens pratique. In this area, the con-

cept of practice approaches a core concept of emergence theory with respect to its effect on 

experience and knowledge: Unlike the concept of action, the concept of practice, in Bour-

dieuôs Marxist-influenced terminology as well as in pragmatic philosophy, emphasizes, as 

Stefan Beck has noted, the ñstate of tension between stability and variationò which is of 

central importance to an emergence theory perspective. ñPractice ... in Marxist anthropolo-

gy and in Deweyôs pragmatic idea of action is conceptualized in terms of how it acts upon 

the self and upon the world (Selbst- and Welteinwirkung) whereby processuality and situa-

tivity represent two decisive analytic categoriesò (Beck 1996: 339). Similar to Jamesô no-

tion of pure experience, the open-ended complexity of practice in the context of its devel-

opment is revealed. The emergent characteristics of social phenomena produced by practice 

become empirically visible as externally aimed effects, typified by a tendency to be unpre-

dictable. Darwinôs non-teleogical argument concerning the evolution of life translated into 

the concept of experience by the pragmatists requires itôs full legacy here, as Menand 

stresses: ñRelations will be more important than categories, functions, which are variable, 

will be more important than purposes, which are fixed in advance; transitions will be more 

important than boundaries; sequences will be more important than hierarchiesò (Menand 

2002: 124). Here we could dissipate some epistemological tracks of a pragmatism that be-

came later on interactionism and ethnomethodology (Emirbayer and Maynard 2010). 

This associative and collective character of practice and its basic performance arises 

from the interdependent linkages within the social fabric that goes beyond the idea of the 

self-organization dynamic of procedures quoted in the definition of emergence promoted by 

Krohn and Küppers. Moreover, it corresponds with John H. Hollandôs understanding of 

emergence as a ñproduct of coupled, context-dependent interactionsò (Holland in Beck 

2007: 124-125). Sawyer, in his study on social emergence, goes even further: ñThe science 

of social emergence is the basic science underlying all of the social sciences because social 

emergence is foundational to all of themò (Sawyer 2005: 189). At the same time, he pro-

tests against creating a new general theoretical paradigm: ñThe Emergence Paradigm does 

not propose any definite answers to long-standing sociological questions, but it has signifi-

cant implications for how sociological theory and methodology should proceedò (Sawyer 

2005: 229). Thus emergence theory offers a useful approach to the pragmatic development 

of practice theory as both concepts see themselves both as theories of knowledge and at the 

same time as empirical, experimental research methods. In an interview entitled ñFieldwork 

in Philosophyò in a reference to J.L. Austin, Bourdieu claimed it is necessary to have a 

pragmatic view of that ñculture par excellence, namely philosophyò (Bourdieu 1990: 29)
16

. 

Perhaps now the time has come to apply this premise to Bourdieuôs theory of practice. 

In Belgian philosopher Didier Debaiseôs etymologic definition, the affinity between 

ópracticeô and ópragmaô is obvious: ñóPragmaôò, he says, ñmeans both, óexperienceô and 

ópraxeinô which means óactingô, ódoingô or even óperformingôñ (Debaise 2005). Neverthe-

less the epistemological dimensions and methodological consequences of the conflation of 

these categories as ñexperienceò, ñpracticeò and ñperformanceò (in the sense of creative ac-

tion) remain unclear as regards their meaning for cognitive and social freedom and the fi-

                                                           
 

16
Curiously, this passage is missing in the German translation (Bourdieu 1992b). 
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niteness of human action. Following Debaise, ópragmaô includes practice, which is merely a 

specific expression of pragma accompanied by experience. So the difference between 

pragmatism and practice theory probably lies in the translation of experience into a per-

formative interpretation.  

Dealing with experience means for Bourdieu neither reduction, nor pure reproduction, 

but the limitation of creativity by the habitus as an integration system that gives experiences 

their intrinsic coherence. Experience in Bourdieuôs sense is a process of accumulation and 

integration. Innovation is immediately absorbed by the integrating activity of knowledge 

production. This process of accumulation and integration is in itself endlessly creative, as 

Bourdieu acknowledges following Chomskyôs model of generative grammar, but the prac-

tices it produces are greatly limited by social constraints. In contrast, in pragmatist thought, 

experience, and in particular ñexperimentationò describes an activity that is much more in-

stable, unpredictable and ambiguous. As Debaise points out: ñPragmatism presents itself as 

a technical reflection upon experimentation. This technique takes two forms: the evaluation 

of the propositions, utterances, and ideas through their effects; the construction and inven-

tion of new propositions in charge of accounting for experimentation as a continuous 

movement of changes and transformationsò (Debaise 2005). The practices arising from ex-

perimentation are basically emergent, as they appear as qualitatively new forms of symbolic 

and material complexity empirically embodied in human action. 

In this regard, I believe that sociological action theory should today focus more con-

cretely on the empirical foundation of knowledge production in regards to actors specific 

dispositions, forms of experimentation and emergent practices. By stressing the idea of 

emergence, human action (or practice) could be understood as a dynamic that highlights 

and reflects the social persistence of established patterns of assumptions as well as possibil-

ities for innovation and change. But in contrast to established social theories that have al-

ready developed around the social impact of emergence, such as those of Niklas Luhman, 

the conflation of practice theory and pragmatism forces us to recast emergence within 

qualitative and quantitative observation and methodological reflections on our proper prac-

tice as social scientists. Furthermore, both practice theory and pragmatism take a critical 

analytical stance which concedes a ñrelative autonomyò (Marx) to social agents as regards 

their ability to perform their life trajectories. Observing the dynamics of differentiation in 

contemporary Lebenswelten, we must deal with the concomitance of reproduction and 

emergence. More precisely, I suspect that a combination of practice theory and pragmatism 

shall show a dynamic interrelation between the categories sens pratique ï disposition ï re-

production ï experience ï emergence. Bourdieuôs anthropological category of sens pra-

tique is as suitable for the study of social change as the emergent categories of association 

and experience formulated by James and Dewey, especially on the question of critical ac-

tion. The problem of the dichotomy of reflective knowledge and practical knowledge could 

be resolved by a pragmatist approach without abandoning the methodological equipment of 

practice theory. In short, the particularities of acting by recasting models of specific dispo-

sitions in specific situations (or social fields) could be comprehended, depending on the de-

gree of generalization, by applying both structural analysis and an analysis of emergent 

processes. Thus, it is possible to articulate the anti-deterministic perspective defended by 

Bourdieuôs sociology and by pragmatism in a manner that stops considering social repro-

duction and social emergence as mutually exclusive phenomena. By focusing on the idea of 

emergence in the sense of an empirically based process of knowledge, ópracticeô could be 

understood as a fundamental social dynamic that highlights and reflects the persistence of 
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established social norms and patterns of assumption as well as the possibility of difference, 

critique, innovation and hence social change. 
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Philippe Gonzalez & Laurence Kaufmann*  

The Social Scientist, the Public, and the Pragmatist Gaze. Exploring the Critical Condi-

tions of Sociological Inquiry 

Abstract. Although diverse and sometimes diverging, different approaches, from ñprag-

maticò to ñpragmatistò to ñpraxeologicalò, have an important feature in common: the so-

cial order is said to be the practical accomplishment of ordinary agents who constitute and 

maintain in common the world they live in. After presenting the milestones of the main 

sociological version of pragmatism, that is, pragmatic sociology (sociologie pragmatique), 

initiated by Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot, this paper will dwell on the complicated 

relationship between a pragmatic framework, centered on the insider point of view of 

agents and social critique, which apprehends the social world from the external point of 

view of the critical sociologist. To tackle such problematic relationship, we will dwell on 

two groundbreaking contributions to the ñpragmatic turnò in the social sciences, that of 

Jeanne Favret-Saadaôs work on contemporary witchcraft, and Michel de Certeauôs study 

on 17th Century possessions. They will allow us to show that the revival of the epistemo-

logical break is not a necessary step towards political awareness and that pragmatic soci-

ology as such can be fully critical. 

The public compose a tribunal, which is more powerful than all the 

other tribunals together. 

J. Bentham ([1791] 1843), An essay on political tactics 

Within the last decades, a ñpragmaticòðif not ñpragmatistòðturn has taken place in the 

French social sciences, bringing about new ways of inquiry to empirical fields such as reli-

gious conversion, judicial trial, scientific controversy, or media coverage. Although diverse 

and sometimes diverging, those approaches share an important common feature, already 

present in the classical pragmatism initiated, among others, by Charles S. Peirce, Wil-

liam James, John Dewey, or George H. Mead. Instead of starting either from the individual 

or the social structure in order to subsequently establish how both could be related, they 

take action itself as their point of departure. The social order is thus said to be the practical 

accomplishment of ordinary agents who constitute and maintain in common the world they 

live in. But this common focus on action is very vagueðvague enough, at least, to give rise 

to the various interpretations that the profusion of different action-centered schools of 

thought makes explicit, from ñpragmaticò to ñpragmatistò to ñpraxeological.ò In fact, each 

of the main schools favors one specific aspect of action that is worth dwelling upon: (a) the 

central part played by action in the production of social order and the indeterminacy of hu-

managency, mostly stressed by ethnomethodology and praxeological sociology (b) the per-

formative power of language and actantial schemes to structure and institute social action 

and relationships, mainly focused on by linguistic pragmatics (c) the epistemological pri-

macy of practices and the importance, for the making of a public, of a common, ñbottom-

upò inquiry into the indirect consequences of transactions, mostly emphasized by philo-

sophical pragmatism. 
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Interestingly, several aspects of action that we shortly introduced above are found in 

pragmatic sociology (sociologie pragmatique), the French fruitful research program initiat-

ed in the 1990ôs by its leading figures, Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot, which directly 

influenced a generation of young researchers.1 Pragmatic sociology will be our starting 

point not only because it is one of the most promising sociological schools which have 

emerged during the last decades, but also because it tries to reconcile a view that stresses 

the structural organization of the worlds of action with a view that emphasizes human 

agency and the formation of meaning in situation. Moreover, as will be seen, pragmatic so-

ciology insists on the laypersonsô critical capacity to call into question the norms and val-

ues that are supposed to be carried out in a given course of action.2 In short, pragmatic so-

ciology, which is also called ñsociology of critique,ò tries to leave aside the distant stand-

point of critical sociology, such as that of Pierre Bourdieu, which entails the well-known 

epistemological break with commonsense and thereby the pre-dominance of the view of the 

sociologist over that of the social actor. Instead, pragmatic sociology tries to bring to light 

the ñcapacity to judgeò and to criticize that ordinary actors themselves possess. Importantly, 

such capacity of critique is endogenous but also plural: whereas critical sociology aims at 

unveiling domination as if it were just one single, monolithic order, agents navigate plural 

orders of worth and hence have at their disposal different kinds of resources for criticism. 

So critique does not depend upon a unique operation of critical totalization, exerted from 

the external standpoint of the social scientist. Each order of worth is vulnerable to its own 

internal critique and to the constraints of justification that go with it.  

Obviously, the attention, in pragmatic sociology, to the capacity of ordinary people to 

resort to critical judgment and to be concerned with the justification for the common good 

that is at stake in a given world of action, is in phase with the insistence of philosophical 

pragmatism on the role of doubt, inquiry and experience in human activity and, above all, 

in modern democracy ï even if effective references to this philosophy are very scarce.3 But 

despite this strong family resemblance, pragmatic sociology seems to remain at the thresh-

old of philosophical pragmatism, mainly with regard to the issue of the making of a public 

and the status of public inquiry. Indeed, this latter emphasizes the moral and political ne-

cessity, for scientists, politicians and ordinary citizens, to take into account the indirect con-

sequences of their own activities on others, and to allow those who are affected by these 

very consequences to launch a public inquiry. Philosophical pragmatism is thus underlain 

by a political model of the community as a whole whose normative dimension is central: 

only a demanding participative stance can allow individuals to turn their private trouble 

into a public problem and to enrich both the individual and the community. But pragmatic 

sociology, somewhat paradoxically for a model which greatly values justification, insists so 

much on the variety of the worlds of action and their internal worths and legitimacy that it 

tends to leave aside the very idea of a public sphere in which a political ñmeta-inquiryò into 

the validity of the orders of worth, their mutual relations and their hierarchy is carried out.4 

It is maybe this absence of explicit normative stance and this lack of ñmetaò standpoint that 

explains why Luc Boltanski, in his recent book On Critique ([2009] 2011), partially repudi-

ates pragmatic sociology, which he initiated himself, and returns to his original fascination 

for Bourdieuôs critical sociology. 

                                                           
1
Among others: Marc Breviglieri, Damien de Blic, Nicolas Dodier, Cyril Lemieux, Dominique Linhardt, Jean-

Philippe Heurtin, Joan Stavo-Debauge, Danny Trom. 
2
See Bénatouïl (1999a: 2) and Lemieux (2007: 192). 

3
 For notable exceptions, see É. Claverie (1994; 1998) and L. Thévenot (2011). 

4
 The model of Thévenot goes in this direction, though.  
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Our paper aims at showing that such renunciation is not necessary and that pragmatic 

sociology, if it really takes seriously the legacy of pragmatism, can fully reconcile a prag-

matic and a pragmatist way of doing sociology. Under the auspices of philosophical prag-

matism, indeed, critical inquiry can be held without reviving the external totalizing point of 

view of the critical sociologist. As we will see, philosophers such as Dewey provide the 

normative tools necessary to value the social situations triggering the formation of a public, 

that is, the formation of a ñcommunity of those indirectly affectedò which succeeds in be-

coming a ñcommunity of investigators.ò Such tools allow distinguishing ñpublic-triggeringò 

configurations from ñpublicidalò configurations that eclipse the ñbottom-upò and publiciz-

ing movement that should enable ordinary people to make sense of the systemic interde-

pendencies they are entangled in (Dayan 2001). 

To tackle the issue of critical inquiry, our investigation will make a detour via two 

French authors who exerted a great influence on the social scientists participating in the 

pragmatic turn. Thus Jeanne Favret-Saadaôs work on contemporary witchcraft, and Michel 

de Certeauôs study on 17
th
 Century possessions will prove astonishingly similar to, and 

compatible with, the perspectives advanced by pragmatist philosophers, especially John 

Dewey, about experience, action, and the constitution of the public. This detour will allow 

us to show that pragmatic sociology as such can be fully critical and that the revival of the 

epistemological break is not a necessary step towards political awareness. But before fol-

lowing the marvelous inquiries proposed by Favret-Saada and Certeau, we need to give a 

better account of pragmatic sociology. 

I. Between action, pragmatics and pragmatism 

By the late 1980ôs, some French social scientists influenced by analytical philosophy, 

phenomenology, pragmatics, and ethnomethodology tried to rethink the relationship be-

tween the individual and the social structure in an altogether different manner.5 Instead of 

being an overhanging structure, the social order is said to be the practical accomplishment 

of ordinary agents. While being roughly along the same lines, the ground-breaking model 

of ñeconomies of worth,òpublished in the 1990ôs, which is the launching pad of pragmatic 

sociology, is particularly interesting. Not only does it draw from linguistic pragmatics but it 

also enters into resonance, in some respects, with the spirit of philosophical pragmatism. 

Indeed, linguistic pragmatics has emphasized the fact that language, even when it is 

supposedly used to describe a state of affairs or to merely exchange information, is always 

a way of doing things (Austin [1962] 1975). Language is not a transparent representation of 

the world: it aims at modifying the world, not at giving way to it. Although always context-

dependent, the use of linguistic utterances is nevertheless governed by constitutive rules, 

which establish the order of words (e.g. we cannot say ñI my vegetables eatò), a system of 

places (e.g. ñto giveò involves, by definition, three positions, the given object, the giver, 

and the receiver), and a public, impersonal set of rights and obligations (e.g. if I promise to 

come to your party, then I have the obligation to come to your party). In short, pragmatics 

articulates syntaxical structures and constitutive rules necessary for linguistic utterances to 

be intelligible with the context-dependence of enunciation that characterizes language-in-

action.  

                                                           
5
 Those social scientists came from different horizons, but converged on an editorial project, starting in 1990, 

a journal entitled Raisons pratiques [practical reasons], published by the École des hautes études en sciences so-
ciales [EHESS] of Paris. Daniel Cefaï, Bernard Conein, Élisabeth Claverie, Bruno Latour, Louis Quéré, Lau-
rent Thévenot, Jean Widmer and others, have played a very important role in this enterprise. 
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In their theory of ñeconomies of worth,ò also called ñtheory of justification,òBoltanski 

and Thévenot do take inspiration from pragmatics: they aim indeed at laying out, in a 

grammatical form, the plural orders of worth (civic, commercial, and so on), the principles 

of evaluation and justification (equality, productivity, and so on), and the kinds of commit-

ment (familiarity, justification, and so on) that allow the closure of what can be envisaged 

or, above all, arguedin a given situation (Boltanski & Thévenot [1991] 2006; Boltan-

ski 1990; Thévenot 1990). Just like linguistic grammar enables speakers to create and un-

derstand an unlimited number of utterances of their language, a ñgrammar-likeò system of 

norms, modes of engagement and principles of actions enables agents to act appropriately 

in particular situations they have never encountered before. For instance, normally compe-

tent agents master the rules that a public denunciation of injustice must satisfy to be deemed 

relevant: such denunciation entails necessarily four actantial roles, that is, the óvictim,ô the 

óprosecutor,ô the ódenouncerô and the ójudgeôðan actorial structure that reveals the influ-

ence of the works of Algirdas Greimas and Bruno Latour on pragmatic sociologists 

(Boltanski 1993).
6
 Moreover, to accomplish a well-formed act of denunciation, the plaintiff 

must relate himself in a credible way to a collective susceptible to support his version of the 

facts and to share his indignation (e.g. a civil association) (Boltanski et al. 1984). 

So pragmatic sociology clearly draws from pragmatics and semiotics to highlight the 

ordered set of rules, the actantial relationships, and the context-dependent spectrum of pos-

sibilities for acting that constitute and map out ordinary modes of action and justification. 

But it is also in phase, although more tenuously, with philosophical pragmatism when it 

insists on the dynamics and indetermination of action. Far from being caught in a unified, 

highly integrated cultural and social system, people navigate plural and distinctive action 

frames, made of situational constraints, material arrangements, and above all, collective 

norms of qualification. Pragmatic sociology then focuses on the situated way people agree 

over a frame of reference, take hold of their environment, material as well as symbolic, and 

adjust their mode of engagement within the situation. In this indeterminate and pluralist 

view of agency, action depends on the full range of competences that persons are inherently 

endowed with, including the cognitive and moral ones necessary for critique and distancia-

tion. Far from being the ontological dopes, submitted to the overwhelming forces of the so-

cial order, that structuralist social sciences have portrayed them to be, social actors are thus 

seen as competent and critical subjects who are able to reach agreement about the ñaction-

that-is-suitableò and the corresponding ñgrammarò of values, categories and beings that go 

with it (Thévenot 1990).
7
 In case of disagreement or dispute, the interactants are able to 

switch from a familiar, unquestioned regime of coordination and communication to a re-

flexive regime of conflict resolution and argumentation ï the so-called ñregime of justifica-

tionò ï which allows them to reach a new social agreement (Boltanski & Thévenot, 1999). 

Last but not least, the epistemological primacy of practices and the emphasis on human 

agency that characterize pragmatism also led sociological pragmatism to call into question, 

at least implicitly, the boundaries between knowledge and action, fact and value
8
. Since 

conceptual schemes give intelligibility to all our epistemic and practical relations with the 

external world, direct knowledge of ñwhat there isò turns out to be impossible: facts are on-

ly knowable through a system of representations and practices that determines the relevant 

level of their individuation and description. Similarly to the second Wittgenstein, who sys-

tematized insights very similar to those of Dewey or Peirce, pragmatism argues that it is 

                                                           
6
Latour himself defines his sociology as being ñhalf Garfinkel and half Greimasò (2005: 54). 

7
See also T. Bénatouïl (1999b) and L. Boltanski ([1993] 1999). 

8
About this primacy, see R. Frega & F. Carreira da Silva (2011). 
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impossible to escape from the legislation of language and to go outside our forms of life, 

governed by pragmatic rules of action and discourse. For a neo-pragmatist such as Hila-

ry Putnam (1981), even a basic factual inquiry into the number of objects that are on the 

table in front of me cannot lead to one single truth ; indeed, to describe how many objects 

are on the table, we have to determine first what counts as an object: the book as a whole or 

the pages that compose it? My pen or its constitutive parts?
9
 In other words, pragmatism 

goes necessarily with a kind of ñinternal realismò that recognizes that the world can only be 

described ñfrom withinò a common system of representations and practices. It is this very 

system that enables us to determine what counts as a valuable candidate for truth-and-

falsity, relevance-and-irrelevance, or usefulness-and-uselessness (Putnam 1981). This being 

so, such internal or pragmatic realism does not deny, contrary to some relativist or con-

structivist approaches, the reality of external facts; the real world does causally contribute 

to our perception and actionðotherwise we could not distinguish between what is the case 

and what seems to be the case. Moreover, practical dealings with the world necessarily 

obey to a reality principle: practical reasoning involves by definition the functional adapta-

tion to real circumstances and the anticipation of the consequences of oneôs own actions 

(Anscombe 1957; Ricîur 1977). The ñobdurate resistanceò and partial unpredictability that 

the world offers to the ordinary investigations of our surroundings do serve as strong reality 

tests.
10

 Still, for internal realism, an external fact is not a ñthing-in-itself;ò as Putnam puts it, 

it is endowed with an ñobjectivity-for-usò and depends, as such, on the conceptual frame-

works which indicate us how we should qualify it and what we should do with it. 

Grammar, phenomenology, and the difficult status of critique 

This pragmatic framework has several interesting consequences for pragmatic sociology 

and, more generally, for social sciences. From a methodological point of view, only a fine-

grained ethnographical approach can account for the concrete, practical adjustments, im-

provisations, micro-inquiries and critical disagreements that characterize the pluralist way 

persons deal with the world around them (Breviglieri & Stavo-Debauge 1999). Moreover, 

such a fine-grained approach reconciles a grammatical focus on the acceptable structures of 

action and discourse, which can be mapped out and modeled in a systematic way, with a 

phenomenological focus on experience. From this perspective, indeed, experience appears 

as a kind of two-sided entity. One of its sides is objective: it refers to the typical tests that 

pertain to such or such order of worth (e.g. art, industry, family) and that anyone has to ex-

perience and pass to be recognized as a normal, competent actor (e.g. creating an original 

work of art, being a good father, making a profit, and so on). Although typical, and ñgram-

maticallyò expected in the different kinds of situations that people are deemed to encounter, 

such tests remain nevertheless pervious to the particularity of the course of action in which 

they occur and sensitive to the singularity of the persons that they are supposed to assess. 

The other side of experience is subjective: it refers to the plural ways people feel, experi-

ence, appraise, suffer, in short engage in, and are affected by, a given situation. Those ñex-

istential tests,ò as Boltanski ([2009] 2011: 107) puts it, refer to what provokes suffering and 

to what affects, such as the experience of injustice or humiliation brought about by the con-

tempt of those in position of power or the experience of emancipation created by rule trans-

gression. In other words, on its objective side, experience is related to the fact of experi-

                                                           
9
To our knowledge, Putnam is not quoted by pragmatic sociologists such as Thévenot or Boltanski ; but it 

seems to us that his ñinternal realismò fits very well the ontological premises of their framework. 
10

 On this resistance, inspired by the work of Mead, see D. Franks & F. Seeburger (1980) 
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menting, of testingðand being tested byða grammatical configuration, whereas, on its 

subjective side, experience is related to the phenomenological fact of experiencingñwhat it 

is likeò to be in such or such grammatical configuration.  

This pragmatic framework has also interesting consequences for social sciences from an 

epistemological and political point of view. It means indeed that social sciences have to re-

linquish the external point of view of the critical sociologist, whose ñrevisionary metaphys-

icsò tries to correct the ordinary world-view that would supposedly mislead agents, mainly 

by hiding the overall structure of domination that would remain, as such, out of their reach 

(Bourdieu). Instead of establishing a strong asymmetry between social scientists and those 

taking action, pragmatic sociology adopts a ñdescriptive metaphysicsò that takes seriously 

the point of view ñfrom withinò of agents and follows the possibilities of critique they actu-

alize in the disputing activity that arises when a joint action goes wrong.
11

 

Although very heuristic, this perspective raises two important issues. First, pragmatic 

sociology focuses on the critical moments, from domestic quarrels to long-term judicial lit-

igations, in which agents call into question the implicit order of worth they were used to 

uphold (Boltanski & Thévenot 1999). In so doing, this approach tends to overemphasize the 

situations of dispute and justification in which participants transform a disagreement into a 

reflexive object of public inquiry and become thereby a ñcommunity of investigatorsò, as 

Dewey would put it. Boltanski recently made more explicit the similarities of such an ap-

proach with pragmatism: ñWe can therefore more or less link to the spirit of pragmatism the 

way in which the sociology of critique undertook to describe the social world as the scene 

of a trial, in the course of which actors in a situation of uncertainty proceed to investiga-

tions, record their interpretations of what happens in reports, establish qualifications and 

submit to testsò ([2009] 2011: 25). From this kind of ñjuridicalò view of the social, agents 

and, by way of consequence, the sociologist who study them, are thus very busy producing 

the discursive, argumentative accounts that will re-establish a justified, legitimate agree-

ment and will keep, then, violence away. And yet, grammatical constraints are not exclusive 

to modes of justification; they are also inherent to other forms of reciprocal actions, includ-

ing those in which a kind of rule-governed, ñlegalò violence is ñencapsulated.ò 

The second issue raised by pragmatic sociologyis its endogenous ñchallengeò and the 

underlying internal realism behind it: despite its attention to the internal resources for cri-

tique, such challenge might nevertheless render social critique difficult to sustain. Indeed 

pragmatic investigations avoid resorting to ñbeingsò and values, such as class membership, 

social forces or symbolic violence, that the actors themselves do not explicitly bring into 

play. The problem is that, at least in certain situations that we will discuss later on, social 

scientists have to leave aside the insider point of view of the participant to adopt an exter-

nal, reflective point of view that highlights and normatively assesses the grammatical struc-

tures of interaction in which agents are entangled without even knowing it. 

It is precisely this issue that the recent book of Boltanski ([2009] 2011) addresses force-

fully. Surprisingly enough, at least for scholars familiar with his previous works, Boltanski 

proposes a ñpragmatic sociology of critiqueò that supports a dual approach of the social 

world: ñpragmatic sociologyò of critique focuses on ñsociety,ò that is, the ñregimes of ac-

tionò and the power relations, diverse, partial, local or transitory, that are in an immediate 

relationship with the preoccupations of actors and their insider point of view. By contrast, 

pragmatic ñsociology of critiqueò focuses on the ñsocial orderò, that is, the world appre-

hended from the external point of view of the critical sociologist, who must shed light on 

                                                           
11

On these two kinds of metaphysics, see P. F. Strawson (1992). 
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the overall, monolithic structure of domination that underlies the so-called ñsocietyò and 

remains invisible to the agentôs eyes. If we follow Boltanski, assuming an external stand-

point that breaks with the ñobjectivity-for-usò of the world seen ñfrom withinò is impera-

tive: only such standpoint can go beyond plural and superficial forms of power, which are 

readily observable, to unmask the profound, enduring asymmetries which, while assuming 

different forms in different contexts, are constantly duplicated to the point of colonizing re-

ality as a whole. So whereas critique refers to the socially rooted, contextual forms of criti-

cism to which ordinary agents and standard sociologists have access to, ñmetacritiqueò re-

fers to the theoretical constructions that aim to unmask, in their most general, systematic 

dimensions, oppression, exploitation or dominationða domination which occurs in the se-

mantic determination of ñwhat there isò and in the normative qualifications and categoriza-

tions of beings. 

As interesting as it might be, Boltanskiôs framework and lexicon has a fatal weakness; it 

is strikingly dualist. Indeed, On Critique depicts a ñdouble bottomò society: beyond the sur-

face power relationships and insubstantial collectives that constitute the so-called ñsociety,ò 

there is the ñsocial orderò of domination, sort of big semantic Leviathan which structures 

and maintains, via a ñtop-down,ò continuous process of totalization, the established order of 

beings.
12

 Unfortunately, such conceptual dualism between society and social order and 

thereby between pragmatics and semantics tends to bypass plural grammars of actions and 

self-qualifications of agents to better shed light on the deep, one-dimensional, transversal 

meta-grammar that pits dominant elite against dominated people. The ñPrécis of critiqueò 

that Boltanski proposes is thus as anti-pluralistic as politically radical: a true emancipation 

can be only reached through a revolutionary movement, necessary for rendering ñthe reality 

of the realityò in which agents are immersed unacceptable (Boltanski 2008). Revolution is 

indeed necessary to overthrow the overarching semantic institutions, including the Law and 

the Welfare State, that make the dominated unworthy and allows always the same privi-

leged ones to win (Boltanski [2009] 2011).  

In some respects, Boltanskian dualism is surprisingly similar, though more political, to 

the one advocated by one of the founders of French sociology, Émile Durkheim himself, in 

his critique of pragmatism. Indeed, in his Sorbonne lectures, given from 1913 to 1914, 

Durkheim severely criticizes pragmatism: ñI can accept neither the statement of the ideal-

ists, that in the beginning there is thought, nor that of the pragmatists, that in the beginning 

there is actionò ([1955] 1983: 67). For the so-called ñfather of sociology,ò the problem with 

pragmatism lies in the fact that it conceives truth and reality as a matter of individual expe-

rience and fails thereby ñto recognize the duality that exists between the mentality which 

results from individual experiences and that which results from collective experiences.ò In-

stead, Durkheim advocates a dual perspective that distinguishes high-level, collective rep-

resentations from low-level, individual representations, and posits that ñwhat is social [in-

cluding truth, morality, and reason] possesses a higher dignity than what is individualò 

([1955] 1983: 68). According to Durkheim, such founding dualism has two important con-

sequences. From an epistemological point of view, it allows the constitution of two auton-

omous scientific disciplines: whereas individual representations and instincts are the object 

of psychology, if not biology, the ñlaws of collective ideationò are the object of sociology. 

From an ontological point of view, society is not only a constraining whole which is more 

than the sum of its individual parts; society is also an ennobling factor which adds a neces-

sary and universal dimension to the individual basic, primitive ways of thinking and acting. 

                                                           
12

On this issue, see L. Kaufmann (2012), J. Stavo-Debauge (2011). 
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Since, within Durkheimian dualism, truth, morality, and reason are exclusively social 

emergent properties, they can be grasped only if individual-dependent thoughts and repre-

sentations are left aside. For Durkheim, the break with individual perceptions is thus a dou-

ble requirement that pragmatism does not satisfy (Durkheim [1895] 1982). 

As seen above, such break with individual perceptions is also at the heart of the meta-

critical or metapragmatical project of Boltanski. While building on the project of carrying 

out a sociology that does not give up on critique, this paper does not take up such dual view 

of the social. We will propose another pathway to social critique by taking more seriously 

the pragmatic assumption according to which the actionand its consequencesðand neither 

the agent nor the historical, social, or economical contextðmust be the unit of inquiry. We 

will argue that it would be preferable, for sociologists, to give up on an overhanging stand-

point and to focus on the rules, both constraining and enabling, that constitute and structure 

the plural, multi-layered, and collective architecture of human actions. By unfolding the 

plural grammars that ordinary agents navigate and enact in the course of their daily life, so-

ciological inquiry can foster a reflexive attitude that potentially increases their power of ac-

tion. That is at least what we are going to argue in the following pages. 

Bewitched by social practices 

To address the link between grammar, phenomenology and social critique, we are going 

to get back to the pioneering works of two very important scholars, the anthropologist 

Jeanne Favret-Saada and the historian Michel de Certeau, who have initiated in many re-

spects the grammatical investigation that pragmatic sociology advocates. Each in their own 

way, their outstanding research on witchcraft and possession, published in the 1970ôs, un-

derlines the ñdark sideò of grammatical constraints that force agents into a logic of interac-

tionwhich might be fatal. Their approaches have several features in common. Both struggle 

against the classical anthropology and history ñfrom above,ò which postulates the asymmet-

rical hold of the official authorities and talkative elite over ordinary peopleðan asymmetry 

that the condescending stance of social scientists towards ñinformants,ò wrongfully trans-

formed into the passive objects of their intellectual discourse, happened to step up. Both 

approaches thus introduced a symmetrical epistemology, systematized and extended later 

on by Bruno Latour, which acknowledges all ñhave-notsò as deserving a place in history 

and anthropology. Finally, Favret-Saada as well as Certeau favor a phenomenological 

standpoint that tries to do justice to the ñthicknessò of bodily experiences, emotions, and 

practical intelligence enabling anyone, including the uneducated persons, to make sense of 

the world around them. In so doing, both show that ordinary people do not blindly take up 

the public ñinstitutions of belief;ò13 they do not necessarily believe in what their culture in-

duces them to say. So if public utterances and institutional rituals definitely delimit the offi-

cial domain of the ñbelievable,ò they do not necessarily reveal the scope and intensity of the 

actual ñbelieving.ò To account for the beliefs that actually affect people, even when these 

beliefs look as unbelievable as witchcraft, the ethnographer or the historian must impera-

tively give up on the objectifying gap that distances the all-knowing ñdiscourse on the oth-

erò from the mute, supposedly ignorant body that bears it.14 

                                                           
13

See M. de Certeau (1985). 
14

Of course, for an historian, the task is particularly challenging, if not impossible. For 
M. de Certeau ([1975] 1988a), the writing of history has to face the tragic loss of those practices, experiences and 
affects that, yesterday, were alive, and are dead today, a loss that the act of writing tries to ward off, converting 
what is lost into a text. Thus the text of archives is a first trace of the past that a second text, the text written by the 
historian, reinstates in a meaningful relationship with the present by imposing theðsometimes wrongðunity and 
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But to be in a position to better compare the implications of the research of de Certeau 

and Favret-Saada, we need to lay out the main features of the grammatical logics at work in 

witchcraft and possession that they have so brilliantly described.  

II. Immersed in the Bocage 

According to Favret-Saada (2009), the language of witchcraft is recruited to make sense 

of the extraordinary repetition of unexpected and inexplicable misfortunes that overburden 

a landowner and his possessions, whether they be human (wife, children), animal (live-

stock) or material (goods, production rate) (e.g., bankruptcy, childôs disease, wifeôs miscar-

riage, heiferôs death, engineôs failure, etc.). Faced with all these misfortunes, the victim 

feels powerless, all the more as the official authorities, incarnated by the priest and the doc-

tor, are of no help to him:15 whereas the unruffled doctor resorts to natural causes and bad 

coincidences for explaining his misfortunes, the priest just invokes faraway, immaterial be-

ings on which he has no hold (Favret-Saada 1977). Above all, for the victim, neither the 

doctor nor the priest are able to explain why those puzzling events happen to him in particu-

lar. 

Why this repetition and above all, why ñmeò and why ñnow,ò wonders the person 

stricken by misfortune. But even if the victim starts suspecting that his ordeals could have 

an unnatural cause, he cannot initiate by himself an inquiry into his possible bewitchment 

without being taken for a half-wit. Such an inquiry must be initiated by an óannunciator,ô 

either a friend or a neighbor, who, by dint of witnessing this unlikely series of misfortunes, 

asks the victim: ñShould there not be, by chance, someone who wishes you ill?ò This ques-

tion has incontestably an incredible performative power, that is, it performs an action in 

saying what is said: it indeed modifies the status of its addressee, converting him from an 

unlucky person into a possible ñbewitchedò and converting his misfortunes into spell ef-

fects. This question, which also sounds as a diagnosis of mental sanityðyou are not a luna-

tic or a misfit but a bewitchedðgives rise to a quest, which will lead the victim and his 

wife to search for an ñunwitcher.ò Even though there are no symbolic guarantees that the 

unwitcher will be able to cancel the spell, the mere fact of attributing those misfortunes to 

an intentional cause, namely that of the ñwitch,ò is the first step in a long process of recov-

ery. With the help of the unwitcher, indeed, the bewitched will hopefully retrieve his life 

energy by fighting back against the enemy who allegedly wants his destruction. 

In contrast to other studies on witchcraft, which mostly emphasize the details of the rit-

uals, the exact wording of the phrases or the kinds of objects that are used to sustain it, Fa-

vret-Saadaôs ethnography insists on the relational and actional aspect of witchcraft. To un-

derstand how really witchcraft works, it is not possible to draw upon the second-hand 

knowledge that anthropologists, psychiatrists, folklorists, journalists and official authorities 

produce contemptuously about it. As Favret-Saada forcefully shows, only first-hand 

knowledge or rather first-hand ñgraspò allows to see, from ñwithin,ò that witchcraft is a 

warða war of ñdeadly wordsò and daily struggles but, more fundamentally, a war of forces 

in which the bewitched, the unwitcher and the witch are caught in, whether they like it or 

not. But if witchcraft is a warfare, it is a very well organized, rule-governed one that strong-

                                                                                                                                                    
coherence of discourse upon the heterogeneity of life as it was actually experienced in the past. Paradoxically, 
hence, past life can survive only if it is captured in a system of representation and knowledge that has, thereby, the 
indispensable and painful ñbeauty of the dead.ò 

15
 In 1970s, a Normand landowner is always a man for reasons related to the procedures of property transmis-

sion. Therefore, when evoking him, we will use the masculine. 
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ly constrains those who are involved in it. In fact, witchcraft necessarily involves an actan-

cial system, composed of four interdependent places: the óannunciator,ô the óbewitched,ô the 

óunwitcherô and the ówitch.ô The ethnographer intensely experienced herself that it is not 

possible to escape this system of places and the expectations tied to it: uttering a single 

word on witchcraft is already getting involved in a power relationship in which oneôs inter-

locutor is trying to determine oneôs proper place, to evaluate oneôs force or weakness, to 

assess oneôs benevolence or malevolence, and so on.  

In our own words, this grammar-like system of witchcraft is governed by constitutive 

rules that define the scope of what can be uttered and done by whom at which moment. On-

ly the annunciator can ñinterpellateò the victim and turn him into a bewitched; accordingly, 

it is not possible to enter into witchcraft as a bewitched simply upon oneôs own will: it is a 

place ascribed by others. But once caught in the place that others have chosen for ñme,ò 

there is no way out ï besides leaving the area. Of course, the most striking hetero-ascription 

that forces some to get involved in witchcraft is that of which the unfortunate alleged sor-

cerer is subjected to. Indeed, the witch is not in a position from which it is possible to speak 

in the first person: he is reduced to a ñthird person,ò that is, a ñnon-personò that those who 

are part of the witchcraft crisis ñspeak aboutò but ñnever speak toò (Benveniste 1966): he is 

spoken without being able to speak by himself. There is no need of confession from the 

witch: he is not an audible voice but a function in the system (Favret-

Saada [1977] 1980: 24). As for the unwitcher, it is a powerful but also difficult place to take 

up, because only someone who is ñstrong enoughò and ready to ñtake it allò on oneself can 

endorse it. What makes an unwitcher, hence, is not her knowledge but her force16ðan ena-

bling, ñgood,òñpositiveò force that she is nevertheless ready to use for rendering evil for 

evil in her fight against the witch. 

More generally, this preexisting system of places is polarized between those who pos-

sess ñthe forceò (the witch, the unwitcher) and those who are deprived of it (the bewitched) 

(Favret-Saada 2011). Insofar as this force can be at work in the slightest utterance uttered 

by one of the warring factions, decoding the meaning of what is said is far less important 

than understanding who is speaking to whom. Just as the whole person of the witch embod-

ies a negative force that turns his most trivial gestures into deadly attacks, it is the entire 

being of the unwitcher that enters into action by way of the words that she utters during the 

cure. In short, the contents of the words themselves count less than the very fact of enuncia-

tion and designation that allows the third-party intervention of the unwitcher to deviate the 

witchôs spells from his victim and to draw them towards an opponent worthy of himself.  

Performing a new social contract? 

Favret-Saadaôs research on witchcraft is fundamentally pragmatic, in the two senses we 

have unfolded above. First, it is pragmatic in the sense that it reveals the performative force 

of the language in action, which manifests itself in the inaugural act of instantiating the 

rule-governed system of witchcraft that the annunciatorôs suggestion accomplishes (e.g., ñIs 

there someone who wishes you ill?ò). This inaugural act, which is a first step towards the 

normalization of the misfortune, starts the progressive restructuration and control of the un-

limited, malevolent performative force of the sorcerer. In other words, two conflicting per-

formative forces, of different kinds, are present in witchcraft. The performative force of the 

evil encapsulated into the deadly communicative acts of the witch is totally unbridled, im-

                                                           
16

Usually, Favret-Saada describes women in the position of the unwitcher. Therefore, we will use a feminine 
pronoun to designate that role. 
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mediate and unexpected, bursting from nowhere and without any reason. Put in our own 

words, such brute performative force constitutes a massive process of desinstitutionaliza-

tion. 

Indeed, Favret-Saada marvelously shows in her recent book, Désorceler (more explana-

tory and social-centered than Deadly Words), that the alleged witch is a kind of free rider, 

who gets rich at the expense of others, monopolizes the goods of the others, and shows 

himself impervious to social and moral rules (Favret-Saada 2009; 2011). The witch shakes 

the common world that the bewitched shares with his fellow creatures and jeopardizes the 

social equilibrium by refusing the minimal symmetry of conditions necessary to hold socie-

ty together (Favret-Saada 2011). The witch also jeopardizes social relationships at large 

since the very possibility of his existence creates a climate of mutual suspicion and mis-

trust: insofar as he is endowed with the power to cast a spell on anyone he wants to despoil 

or destroy, anything can happen at any time, anyone who speaks to you can prove fatal for 

you. 

From this perspective, witchcraft can be seen as the symbolic reinstitutionalization of 

the basics of the social contract, unduly jeopardized by the naked force of the witch but also 

by the vulnerability and weakness of the bewitched (Favret-Saada 2011). The unwitcher 

breaks off the direct and unequal confrontation between the culprit and his victim by im-

posing herself as the inescapable figure of the Third: her force is regulated and mediated, 

allowing the resocialization of the negative, unregulated power of the witch by forcing it 

into a rule-governed system of preestablished places. Because the unnamable is absolute 

and asocial, one of the most important acts of micro-institutionalization that witchcraft per-

forms is naming. Indeed, the apparently boundless force possessed by a witch is a sort of 

black hole whose existence can be only inferred from its destructive effects. ñNaming the 

witch is an attempt to enclose within a figure something which, in itself, escapes from fig-

urationò (Favret-Saada [1977] 1980 : 74). The act of naming someone from the circle of 

acquaintances, carefully prepared during the unwitchment sessions, forces the witch into a 

system of names that turns him into a singular, recognizable individual, accountable, as 

such, for the harm he has done. 

So witchcraft progressively restores the social equilibrium by working as a system of 

communicating vessels that draws the force from the witch and awakes the force, if not the 

violence, of the victim. Indeed, the vulnerability of the bewitcher is due to his difficulty to 

take on the legal, institutional violence that his social function of landowner involves, from 

the dispossession of siblings to the exploitation of his wife to the competition with neigh-

bors. Witchcraft therapy is a pedagogical undertaking that awakes his aptitude for violence 

while keeping the appearance of a right, justified and necessary fight between the principles 

of the Good against those of the Evil (Favret-Saada 2009). Thus what the unwitcher Mrs. 

Flora brings into play in her therapy sessions is not only the salvation of the singular person 

of the bewitched; it is more fundamentally the ñethical order of the worldò: the bewitched is 

entrusted with the upholding of social and moral principles that transcend his singularity.  

If witchcraft is pragmatic in the sense of the performative force of enunciation, which 

has the power to do what it says, it is also pragmatic in a second sense: the partial indeter-

minacy of the course of action and the phenomenological intensity of the experience of 

those who are ñcaught in.ò Actually, as will be seen below, individuals portrayed by Favret-

Saada are not re-enacting some learned scripts or actions; they are affected by the way 

things appear to them in an unpredictable or uncontrollable fashion.  
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Believe it or not: from grammar to phenomenology 

Favret-Saada (2009) describes the grammar-like system of witchcraft basically as an es-

sential therapeutic device operating at the margins of public knowledge and institutional 

beliefs. By granting the victim a central place in an actancial system where what happens to 

him seems to make sense, and proposing him an intelligible narrative, witchcraft restores 

the unfortunate to subjecthood. To use our own words, witchcraft is a dialogic process of 

empowerment that opens up, for the victim, a hopeful, enabling but also constraining, field 

of action. He is no longer the patient of a series of untoward happenings but an actor who 

can and must fight back the obscure, evil forces of the alleged witch (Favret-Saada 2009). 

According to the anthropologist, the series of action that the unwitcher Mrs. Flora pre-

scribes the bewitched to accomplish are like so many steps in a ritual whose real efficiency 

lies in its capacity of forcing the patient to leave his position of passive victim. 

Interestingly, this process of resubjectivation does not require from the bewitched tobe-

lieve in witchcraft, which remains rationally unbelievable for everyone, including those 

who are caught in it against their own will. Rather such process requires from the be-

witched to suspend disbelief and, above all, to be ready todo anything that could bring his 

ills to an end. This requirement is not epistemic but pragmatic: what matters is to do some-

thing. As philosophical pragmatists have pointed out, belief, unlike knowledge, is funda-

mentally a propensity and a power to act. When one has ñthe death at oneôs heels,ò Favret-

Saada says, one cannot afford to launch an epistemic inquiry, to make a cultural fuss or to 

search for symbolic guarantees: only the result counts, in this case the end of hardship (Fa-

vret-Saada 2011). From this perspective, belief in witchcraft, if any, is not a stable state of 

mind that one possesses and entertains in oneôs inner world. On the one hand, indeed, peo-

ple, including uneducated peasants, have the cognitive flexibility to believe and not to be-

lieve at the same time, to navigate a mobile and ambivalent world of shifting realities, in 

short to envisage, for the temporary sake of the situation, that bewitchment is not an impos-

sible hypothesis. On the other hand, belief is not a proposition in the head: instead it is a 

way of being concerned with, or affected by, which remains vague enough to pass reality 

tests but involving enough to restore life energy.17 So as Favret-Saada powerfully suggests 

it, if the conducts adopted within the witchcraft world might possibly be ñwithout beliefs,ò 

they are incontestably with affects.18 

Drawing from the work of Favret-Saada, one can surmise that what one could call 

ñpragmatic beliefs,ò if one can still speak of beliefðwhich is far from obvious for this au-

thorðdo not involve any epistemic stance: practical commitment suffices to lead temporar-

ily the ñaffectedò to leave behind the ordinary way of life to enter a world in which the in-

sufferable can be turned into a series of words and actions. Inside this world of actions, pre-

sent and future, the strange beings which are part of the witchcraft arsenal tend to be en-

dorsed with an ñobjectivity-for-usò that escapes from scrutiny and ordinary reality tests. 

Importantly, the ñobjectivity-for-usò of witchcraft is neither the object of a ñreferential con-

tractò that would place it in the empirical order of things that really exist, nor the object of a 

ñfictional contractò that would defuse its empirical implications by specifying ñit is only a 

story.ò The ñobjectivity-for-usò of witchcraft is rather the object of a ñdeferential contractò 

that allows participants to ñvalidate on creditò the strange creatures, such as witches, be-

witched, evil, etc., which do not satisfy the usual demands of referenceðvalidation that 

they accomplish by referring not to a state of affairs but to the belief of others (Kauf-

                                                           
17

One finds the same idea in the work of the anthropologist Albert Piette (2003). 
18

 On the ñconducts without beliefsò, see the well-known paper of Paul Veyne (1988). 
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mann 2006). Of course, in the world of witchcraft that Favret-Saada describes, the actual 

ñothersò who guarantee the holding of pragmatic beliefs are more than scarce since they are 

mainly the annunciator and, in a second step, the unwitcher. But as Michel de Certeau 

(1981) points out in his comments on Favret-Saadaôs research, the peasants of the Bocage 

do back the ñindefinite pluralò of those others who might believe in witchcraft: ñthere are 

people who believe in it,ò the interviewees say, the alleged belief of indeterminate others 

vouching for the conceivable, if not the believable, in spite of its lack of institutional sup-

port and public maintenance.  

If witchcraft in the France of the 1970ôs is deprived of institutional support and public 

maintenance, this is obviously not the case in the France of the 1630ôs: the series of demon-

ic possession that Michel de Certeau dwells on is characterized by the support of the cen-

tralized religious authority, at least at the beginning of the ñcaseò, as well as by its public 

reach. As will be seen, comparing a crisis which lies under the seal of secrecy and a crisis 

which gives rise to a public dramaturgy raises differently the issue of the inquiry, social and 

scientific, that cultural practices can trigger. So after addressing Favret-Saadaôs remarkable 

fieldwork on witchcraft among Normand farmers, let us consider Michel de Certeauôs mag-

nificent study, written a few years before Deadly Words, about a crisis of possessions that 

took place, in the south of France, during a century plagued with wars of religion. 

III. When evil becomes public: the torments of possession 

The possession at Loudun ([1970] 2000) narrates in a subtle way the contest that occurs 

between exorcists, physicians, and the kingôs representatives as they try to characterize and 

put an end to the demonic deeds that bedevil an Ursuline convent from 1632 to1638. In a 

chapter published subsequently, ñLanguage altered: the sorcererôs speech,ò the author brief-

ly recapitulates the perspective he adopted in his historical monograph: ñLoudun is succes-

sively a metonymy and a metaphor allowing us to apprehend how a state policy [une ñrai-

son dôÉtatò], a new rationality, replaces a religious reasonò (Certeau [1975] 1988b: 246).  

To account for this historical shift in the relation between the sacred and the profane, re-

ligion and science, Certeau adopts two distinct but correlated and complementary perspec-

tives. The first perspective tries to apprehend the diabolical spectacle as a socialphenome-

non. Indeed, the historian proceeds through a close examination of the social positions lo-

cated in the prevailing fieldsðmainly the religious, the medical and the political onesð

which work, sometimes agonistically, within the Loudun society during the possession cri-

sis. Such careful examination allows Certeau to infer, from the alterations happening in the 

different logics at work, the shifts in the collective imagination of the time. The second per-

spective focuses on the discourse spoken by the possessed womenðor, perhaps better, the 

discourse being spoken through themðwith two complementary lenses, one grammatical, 

and the other phenomenological. The grammatical investigation aims at uncovering the act-

ancial systems and the places of enunciation that constitute social activities such as exor-

cism. As for the phenomenological investigation, it digs up the experience of the possessed, 

deeply buried in, even under, the archives that document it. Reaching deeper into the pre-

discursive strata of the subjectôs experience, the analysis tries to account for an experience 

that shakes the system of social positions by playing with the assigned places of enuncia-

tion. In Certeauôs conceptuality, indeed, the subversion of discursive reason, whether theo-

logical, medical, or legal, takes place as the nunsô enunciation [énonciation] plays with, and 

within, the interstices inherent to any social system of statements [énoncés]. 
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Our discussion of Certeauôs study will follow those two moments of analysis: the first 

moment focuses on the way the social fields advance diverging claims to adjudicate the cri-

ses of possessions whereas the second moment focuses on the grammatical and phenome-

nological aspects of those same possessions. 

The Theater of the Possessed as a social phenomenon 

According to Certeau, possession cases and witchcraft trials are both diabolical manifes-

tations occurring contemporaneously in post-Reformation Europe, but differ in some im-

portant regards. Though waves of witchcraft trials spread across northern countries between 

1570 and 1685, they remain relatively rare in the South.19 On the other hand, possessions 

are a southern phenomenon that stretches from 1559 to 1663, their typical form being the 

well-documented Gaufridy trial that took place in Aix-en-Provence (1609-1611) and pro-

vided the plot for the events of Loudun. Furthermore, witchcraft happens in rural settings 

and has a distinctive binary structure that pits a sorcerer against urban judges. In that con-

text, witchery discourse works as a way to frame and conceal a fight among protagonists of 

asymmetric social statuses and thus secret trials functions as an effective procedure for let-

tered elites to contain and crush popular unrest20. Conversely, possession cases share a ter-

nary structure, with the public attention focusing on the victim (the possessed), and not on 

the judge or the sorcerer. Contrary to witchcraft trials, those cases lead to an overt confron-

tation where central participants share a similar social status and urban setting. 

Since the Reformation and until 1632, Loudun has been a Protestant vanguard in a pre-

dominantly Catholic territory. The arrival in town of diverse Catholic religious orders pro-

tected by the king (Jesuits, Discalced Carmelites, etc.), since 1606, and the creation of con-

vents indicate that the Counter-Reformation is on its way. Possessions have played a great 

part in this process, for the Catholic confrontation with the devils is a very effective way of 

confirming, in a supernatural manner, which of the contending persuasions is the true 

Christian faith. Yet, religious divisions are losing their power to define the line of confron-

tation between the parties. More and more, the dividing line will pass among defenders of, 

and opponents to, local privileges, threatened by the royal prerogatives of the centralized 

authority. Religious truth is losing ground, as reason [raison] and right are becoming an at-

tribute of the State. 

The Loudun possessions start by the end of September 1632 within a context fraught 

with tension, as a plague episode that wiped out 3ô700 of the 14ô000 inhabitants is about to 

endða tragic reminder of the epidemic which already afflicted the city in 1603. Interesting-

ly, demonic afflictions are said to propagate just as the Black Death is thought then to dis-

seminate, that is, by way of smell. Thus, the nuns present to their exorcists three thorns 

from a hawthorn and a bouquet of musk roses as a proof of the sorcererôs enchanted mis-

deeds. The enchantment supposedly works through a scent that captured and obsessed the 

Ursulines in a supernatural manner. The enchanterða sophisticated and handsome priest by 

the name of Urbain Grandierðis gradually designated, during the exorcisms, by the de-

mons speaking through the possessed21. 

                                                           
19

 Cases are documented in Denmark, England, Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland, and, for France, mostly 
in its northern regions. Spain and Italy will be spared (Certeau [1970] 2000: 5). 

20
See Certeauôs discussion of witchcraft (2005). 

21
 ñThe discourse of possession turns on an absent figure whom it gradually renders more precise: the sorcer-

er. Contrary to what one might suppose, the theatre at Loudun is not provoked by that formidable or fantastic fig-
ure. It is not determined by his approach or his visibility. It needs him in order to function. Thus, as it organizes 
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At Loudun, possessions are an utterly serious matter, for they will determine which rea-

sonðreligious, scientific or politicalðwill prevail against the devils that take hold and agi-

tate the nuns. And in this confrontation, publicity plays a crucial role. As long as the de-

monic deeds remain enclosed within the convent, in the prioressô room, the exorcistsô reli-

gious language provides an indisputable description of what is happening. But as soon as 

the phenomenon enters the public place, it becomes a spectacle that everybody duly attends 

according to his or her rank. The whole society, starting with aristocracy and bourgeoisie, 

come to see and to be seen, in an increasing publicity that has a corroding effect on the 

credibility of the exorcism, turning the combat with the demons into a disputable matter.  

As possession cases go on, ñHis Majestyôsò superintendent is sent to settle the posses-

sion affair by lending the clergy a hand in order to secure the sturdiness of the social order. 

Of course, this order is sustained by a certain kind of public credibility, always entangled 

with credulities, which draws the boundaries of what is considered credible, trustworthy, 

and shareable in the whole society.22 As the old organization of certainties breaks apart, so-

cial critique steps into the breach. The kingôs intendant tries to keep up appearances by or-

dering the magistrates sitting in court to regularly attend mass, so that they can adore the 

Holy Sacrament and listen to the exorcistsô homilies. Even so, rumours continue to spread. 

To silence the skeptical voices and put an end to the doubts taking over the population, the 

superintendent forbids, with a banning proclaimed and displayed on the streets, any mali-

cious gossip against the afflicted nuns or their exorcists. But the placards will not last for 

long: their tearing up illustrates the kind of adherence they will meet among the public.  

Admittedly, the libertine priest accused of sorcery, Urbain Grandier, will be tried, tor-

tured and burned at the stake, and the royal order of things, apparently still based upon reli-

gious foundations, restated. Still, the public, pluralistic turmoil that shakes Loudun bears 

witness to the decreasing legitimacy and credibility of an order on the point of vanishing: 

that of a religion that used to unify the experience of being in the world and provided a ho-

mogenous worldview to a unified political community. In spite of appearances, the Loudun 

crisis has thus resulted in a new distribution of powers and prerogatives: politics will grant 

its unity to a society more and more pluralistic; science will administer a natural truth; and 

religion will be left with the ñspiritual,ò the supernatural, that area, in a secular world, 

which stretches on the margins of human affairs (Certeau [1969] 1987). 

Loudun is a theatre where the possessed bodies are publicly exposed and where a public 

competition, discursive and practical, takes place for getting them back in the grip of nor-

mality. On the Theater of the Possessed, divergent claims to administer the truth and to 

provide a foundation for the common ground on which society stands are made visible, dis-

cussed and contested. The confrontations about the naming, by men of power, of what is 

really happening to those possessed women, reflect what is happening at the level of collec-

tive representations: the troubles that bodily affect the nuns somatize the disturbances that 

run through the whole social body. Of course, the proliferation of dissonant discourses from 

the main actors of this theatrical drama, mainly the Catholic Church, the royal court, law 

courts, academies, medical schools, the Ursulines and the Jesuites, mostly affects the dif-

ferent fields, mainly religious, medical, and political, that they are supposed to represent 

                                                                                                                                                    
itself for itself, developing and refining its procedures, it defines the silhouette, the name, the misdeeds of the 
ópossessor,ô upon whom possession dependsò (Certeau [1970] 2000: 52). 

22
Credibility is a key concept in Certeauôs thinking that has to do with ñthe machinery of representationò. In 

The Practice of everyday, the author states: ñThe credibility of a discourse is [both] what moves believers and 
leads them up the garden pathò (our translation)ðand not, as the English translation puts it: ñwhat first makes be-
lievers act in accord with it [the discourse]ò (Certeau [1980] 2011: 148). There is always an ambiguous element in 
credibility, especially when that credibility works as a foundation for the social order. 
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and incarnate. Even if deviltries will be the transitional solutions to the erosion of certain-

ties, the public spectacle of the overt dissent that divides the authorities acts in a transform-

ative manner on the social structure.  

If the long-lasting crisis of possession in Loudun has definitely transformed the social 

positions and the links of interdependence between the different fields that sustained the 

ancient social order, it has also transformed the semiotic order that upheld it. If we follow 

Certeau, the relevant locus to investigate the transformative character of discourse is not 

only at the level of the social organization; it is also at the level of action and experience, 

whether they be individual or collective, as will be shown in the following pages. 

Diabolical enunciation: the phenomenology beneath the grammars of possession 

Certeauôs pragmatic and phenomenological conceptions of discourse, especially in his 

paper ñThe sorcererôs speechò ([1975] 1988b), merge into his characteristic enunciative ap-

proach, which is influenced in particular by Lacanian psychoanalysis and Benvenisteôs lin-

guistics of enunciation. In Certalian conceptuality, discourse is a public action that depends 

and acts in a transformative manner on the social structure.
23

 Importantly, discourse is al-

ways enunciated from a place [lieu], which in turn coordinates two dimensions closely re-

lated to one another, even though they obey in part their own logic: the first dimension is 

social, referring to a location in society; the other is semiotic, referring to a position in dis-

course, that is, an enunciative position. Though Certeauôs concepts are extremely efficient 

in grasping the intricate links that relate, impact and transform both local interactions and 

social structures by way of discourse, they remain relatively vague. While drawing inspira-

tion from this authorôs insights, we will use more specific conceptual tools, mainly the con-

cept of grammar, in order to approach the power of discourse to establish and to transform 

enunciative positions and, more generally, the social order.
24

 

Indeed, the concept of grammar allows to better specify the transformative power of 

discourse over the social order. As it can be seen, the selection of the relevant grammar, ei-

ther religious, medical, or political, supposed to define the crisis of possession, has serious 

consequences for the organization of the social order and, potentially, for society as a 

whole. In particular, the competition between the religious and the medical grammars, 

which try both to make sense of the experience of the possessed, is a major social and polit-

ical issue. For exorcism is one of the privileged grammars of the religious field, even if it 

starts to be called into question by some prominent priests, whereas medical diagnosis is the 

central grammar of the growing reason-oriented field of science. Of course, the victory of 

one of these grammars over its rivals positively affects the social positions of those who are 

particularly concerned with its enactment. Inversely, the lack of currencyðthe loss of cred-

ibility
25
ðof a given grammar has downgrading effects on the positions closely related to it, 

as shown by the erosion of the religious language during the Loudun events and the closing 

supremacy of the political reason over its competitors. But to understand the transforming 

                                                           
23

 For a similar approach in sociology deeply influenced by ethnomethodology, see the work of 
Jean Widmer (2010). 

24
 Certeau does not systematize nor make an important use of the concept of grammar. Nonetheless our utili-

zation seems consistent with his way of understanding it: ñWhat makes the discourse of possession possible [é] is 
that the nun must not remember what happened, that no personal element be permitted to compromise the auto-
matic functioning of the diabolical grammarò (Certeau [1970] 2000: 40; emphasis added). 

25
As Certeau (1981) reflects on trust and credibility, he will resort on the etymological properties and the se-

mantic field of ñcredit,ò with its economic overtones. See also Chapter XIII of The practice of everyday 
life ([1980] 2011) originally entitled ñPolitical credibilitiesò [Crédibilités politiques], ñBelieving and making peo-
ple believeò in English. 
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impact, at the social level, of the selection of a given grammar from among the available 

grammatical repertoire of the time, we need to dwell more precisely on the normative and 

semiotic work of grammar. 

If we extrapolate from Certeauôs analysis, the order of action and experience has, at 

least in part, a grammatical status: it constitutes both a system of rule-governed participa-

tion and a way of symbolization or, stated differently, a way to represent and make sense of 

what is happening in a given context and, further, in the social body. A grammar operates 

as an actancial system, which defines a system of places (e.g. exorcist-possessed, doctor-

patient, and so on), opens up a field of action and delimits the enunciative positions that 

those who are involved in it can endorse. For instance, medical diagnosis, which is particu-

larly threatening for the authority of the priests in charge of curing the possessed, entails 

two complementary, structural places of enunciation, that is, the doctor and the patientôs 

body. By contrast, exorcism entails four places of enunciation, namely the exorcist, the sor-

cerer, the victim, and the evil spirit. Thus, the exorcism that a priest performs on an afflict-

ed person leads to count this latter as a possessed, whereas the same person treated by a 

doctor will count as a patient suffering from a disease. Of course, those different systems of 

places render possible different kinds of activities. When the exorcist names and addresses 

the evil spirit speaking through the possessed, he is awaiting from the demon to confirm 

that the suggested name was a correct guess ï confirmation that would grant the priest a 

binding authority over the demonic entity. The words uttered by the afflicted nun, as a pos-

sessed body, are central to the unfolding of the exorcism. On the other hand, the nunôs 

speech, even demonized, is unnecessary, if not unwanted, during a medical encounter with 

a 17
th
 century physician: the symptoms affecting the patientôs corporal surface (e.g., sweat, 

pulse, etc.) are readable as a proof not of the presence of a supernatural entity but of a nat-

ural illness.  

We arrive then at the heart of possession and are able now to elucidate how that phe-

nomenon weaves together the social, grammatical, but also phenomenological dimensions. 

As mentioned briefly, a central aspect of exorcism has to do with naming: ñexorcism is es-

sentially an enterprise of denomination intended to reclassify a protean uncanniness within 

an established languageò (Certeau [1975] 1988b: 255-256). The nunôs identity is altered by 

a subterranean affliction that needs to be expressed in a shared language to find its etiology 

and cure. This process of symbolizing, deeply inspired by Certeauôs psychoanalytical con-

ceptuality, is a way of stating what is evil and reinstating the afflicted person within an offi-

cial grammar and, more generally, within the social order ï a social order that is thereby 

reestablished: ñnaming simultaneously posits a linkage and a place. It functions at once as 

participation in a system and access to the symbolicò (Certeau [1975] 1988b: 262). Interest-

ingly, both exorcists and physicians, in spite of the competing, exclusive explanations that 

they advocate, rely on the same naming procedure to tame the (d)evil that lurks within the 

afflicted woman. As Certeau puts it, doctors and exorcists agree enough to ñeliminate an 

extra-territoriality of languageò and to ascribe the possessed nuns to a determinate place, 

simultaneously a place of enunciation and a position within a social order. ñWhat they are 

fighting through acts of naming is a text-off, a writing of otherness, where the possessed 

woman is located when she presents herself as the statement of something that is funda-

mentally otherò (Certeau [1975] 1988b: 247). 

This ñverbal imperialismò leaves very few opportunities of resisting to the possessed, 

who have locked themselves into the tautological, ñmagical circleò of possession. Still, the 

hetero-ascription of an enunciative place does not tell in advance how an actual person will 

feel, experience, nor fulfill  or experiment the social role she is subjected to. Here, then, 
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grammar intersects with phenomenology, that is, with concrete experience. Such intersec-

tion leads Certeau to make two claims.26 The first claim is that there is a gap between the 

lettered, systematic discourses on possession and the unarticulated, tentative experience of 

the possessed. The second claim is even more radical: the possessed cannot articulate a dis-

course before encountering the symbolic systems proper to the grammars of exorcism or 

disease; there is just an altering disturbance.  

For Certeau, such inarticulate disturbance leads us to the cause of the trauma, which has 

to do with the afflicted personôs incapacity to state, and account for, her own identity. A rift 

is opened between the speaking subject and a definite proper name, a rift expressed by the 

paradoxical utterance that Certeau quotes from Rimbaud, ñJe est un autre,ò or ñI is anotherò 

([1975] 1988b: 255). As the possessed speaks, her ñIò is always unstable, changing. There-

fore the naming performed by the exorcist (or the doctor) ñaims at restoring the postulate of 

all language, that is, a stable relation between the interlocutor, óI,ô and a social signifier, the 

proper nameò ([1975] 1988b: 256). Exorcism tries to solve this enunciative aberration by 

giving the possessed woman a proper name taken from a definite and cultural list of de-

mons. Thus, as she recognizes the action of a particular devil within her, the name standing 

for a character and a set of specific attributes (Asmodeus, Leviathan, etc.), the nun reoccu-

pies a place, though an intermediary one before full recovery, within discourse and social 

organization. The process works then as a kind of re-calibration of her social coordinates. 

The ascription of a stable proper name, even a demonic one, permits her rehabilitation 

among society by ascribing to her determined and reliable properties. 

Though powerful, the naming procedures calling the possessed to order can still be 

twisted, at least momentarily. To take up Certeauôs latter terminology ([1980] 2011), even 

if the strategic definition of the prevailing grammar does belong to the subjects of will and 

power, in this case the authority representatives, seemingly powerless agents such as nuns 

can use tactics to resist this definition. In fact, the possessed women can be said to use two 

different tactics to escape from the strategies of symbolization and nomenclature confine-

ment that cultural authorities impose upon them. A first tactic is to refuse to enter the 

grammar of exorcism. By becoming mute or begging to be left alone, the possessed nuns 

display a glimpse of the first-person authority that is supposed to disappear from the diabol-

ical grammar of possession. In so doing, the nuns transgress the constitutive rules of de-

monological experience and draw the investigators on uncertain ground, forcing them to 

attend a more obedient possessed. A second tactic is to play with the grammar of the exor-

cism, the Ursulines navigating through the predefined places offered to them by the cata-

logue of demonic proper names. Instead of occupying a definite place of enunciation, they 

would constantly wander from Astaroth to Balam to Behemoth to Isacaron, and so on, in an 

infinite diabolical dance. Such a move, which seems at first to corroborate the effectiveness 

of the exorcism, ends perverting and undermining it as the exorcist keeps repeating the 

same naming operation, like a desperate parent tries in vain to impose oneôs authority on a 

mischievous child by repeating incessantly the same ultimatum. 

This reveals how the religious grammar was unsettled from within. The refusal to coop-

erate that some nuns oppose to the public eye, whether medical, clerical or ordinary, does 

not take the form of an articulated discourse. Instead it takes the form of a fragmentary, 

stealthy ñart of opportunityò that momentarily twists the force-relationships that are im-

posed upon them. The fact that even the oppressed can find refuge in the ñmakeshift crea-

tivityò proper to tactics shows that the structural, strategic power of the grammatical places 

                                                           
26

Certeau draws those postulates from the relationship between the modern psychiatrist and the insane, a par-
allel that the author applies to the cases of possessions. 
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of enunciation is never wholly determining; it is always negotiated and potentially resisted 

by the subjective, particular way in which agents hold, and are affected by, the place of 

enunciation they are supposed to take up.27 

As the exorcist tries to capture the devil and prove the truth of the Catholic faith, the 

nunsô enunciative moves turn the horrific confrontation with the supernatural into an edify-

ing show staging the appearance of civilized demons andðas Certeau summarizes it blunt-

lyðwhere snacks are served to the spectators that come to fill the churches 

([1970] 2000: 3). The crumbling of the religious empire upon consciences, starting with the 

possessed, necessitates an urgent action from another power, that of the State. ñSince enclo-

sure within the religious onomastic checkerboard does not work, it will be replaced by an-

other grid, that of the police. Thus will end the story of Loudun. Laubardemont, Richelieuôs 

clerk, will assign places to possessed womenðno longer in onomastic squares, but now in 

the confinement of cells. State policy now classifies by means of wallsðanother problemò 

(Certeau [1975] 1988b: 260). 

Thus, the circle comes to an end. Certeauôs analysis brilliantly demonstrates how 

grammar and phenomenology, social order and the individuals experience are intricately 

interwoven. The same affection that shakes the possessed unsettles the whole city. The pos-

session at Loudun is then an ñexistential testò [épreuve] for the nuns and their interlocutors, 

but also at test for the society as a whole, the principal orders of credibility on which socie-

ty rests being fully investigated. The nunsô bodies become the locus where the troubles of 

Loudun are somatized and exposed. Simultaneously, those same bodies are the place where 

available grammars are explored and put to the test in order to re-form the social body 

around other means of symbolization.  

IV. At the heart of public critique 

As we have tried to show, the works of Jeanne Favret-Saada and Michel de Certeau 

share common features, even if they address empirical fields situated in very different 

epochs and cultures. Both approaches focus on how, at a social, grammatical and phenome-

nological level, witchcraft and demonology enhance and constrict the scope of possible ac-

tions that actors can appropriately undertake. After emphasizing the main meeting points of 

those approaches, we will discuss on which aspects they diverge. Those divergences, we 

will see, are mainly due to the different nature of their fieldworks, which are situated in var-

ious spaces and times and raise differently the issue of the social and scientific inquiry. 

The ñgrammatical correctionò of unspeakable troubles 

Favret-Saada reconstitutes the actantial scheme of witchcraft by experiencing it in the 

first person. Indeed, her brilliant ethnography was made possible becauseðand only be-

causeðshe was ñcaught upò in it herself. For solely those directly affected by actual witch-

craft situations can grasp the logic of being bewitched and unwitched. By dint of investigat-

ing her own experience, the anthropologist succeeds eventually in unearthing and reconsti-

tuting the grammar which shapes it in depth: the grammar of an actantial system which 

unites both the bewitched and the unwitcher against a designated common enemy, in this 

case the sorcerer. By definition, this system only allows two enunciative positions, that of 

                                                           
27
In Certeauôs framework, thus, experience is definitely the two-sided entity that we have outlined in our in-

troductive part: the structuring, objective power of grammar, both enabling and constraining, does have a phenom-
enological, subjective counterpart, mostly revealed in singular ñways of doingò. 
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the bewitched and the unwitcher, thereby silencing the unfortunate sorcerer whose point of 

view, we will get back to it, is made literally impossible to hear.  

As it summons magical forces, witchcraft therapy provides a sense of coherence to the 

disruptive events that have affected the bewitched, and endows him with the power to over-

come the evil tricks plotted by the sorcerer. But while treating the alleged victim at a super-

natural level, the same therapy simultaneously distorts ordinary social relationships and 

usual communication between neighbors within the communityðlet us recall, indeed, that 

the suspected sorcerer must be a landowner from the neighborhood. At the social level, 

witchcraft thus appears as a survival fight where the capacity of the bewitched to become a 

landowner is put to the test: he must become able to exert the legal and social violence that 

is involved in the monopolizing of his familial inheritance and thereby in the despoliation 

of the share of his siblings. Thus, Favret-Saada proceeds in an ascending way: beginning 

from her phenomenological experience, she moves to the grammar of witchcraft and finally 

unveils the social stake that the inheritance of a familial patrimony represents in the rural 

context of the Bocage. 

Also dwelling on the interplay between social, grammatical and phenomenological di-

mensions, Certeauôs research covers an analytical spectrum similar to that of Favret-Saada 

but starts from the opposite pole. Indeed, his analysis begins with the three contending so-

cial fields, religion, science, and politics, that the possessions of Loudun unsettle, leading to 

a redistribution of the influence that those fields exert in society. As seen above, this shift is 

triggered by the grammars invoked to make sense of the disruption caused by the posses-

sions. Thus, the religious grammar of ñexorcismò configures the respective roles of the pro-

tagonists (óexorcists,ôópossessed,ô etc.) and their possible actions in a way different from 

that of the medical grammar of ódisease.ô Whereas the scientific grammar does not need an 

external help, its explanations being founded on the natural order of things, the religious 

etiology will hold out only thanks to the political raison dôÉtat, which goes to its rescue in 

order to secure the (Catholic) religious ideology that provides the divine law of the French 

king with its symbolical foundations. But Certeau does not stop his inquiry at the grammat-

ical level; he also reveals how the experience of the nuns operates with and within the act-

antial system of exorcism, undoing it from the inside and thereby participating to the de-

construction of the homogenous religious order. Importantly, even though the social, 

grammatical and phenomenological dimensions keep a relative autonomy, they are none the 

less interwoven, not only descriptively but also ontologically speaking:social structures and 

individual experiences are closely interrelated by normative grammars of description and 

action.28 

Strikingly, both Favret-Saada and Certeau thematize the central role played by the act of 

naming in witchcraft, exorcism and diagnosis. Naming contributes to defining the situation 

and ascribes definite roles to the participants. Here, the pragmatic dimension of discourse is 

inseparable from its meaningful counterpart: a grammar provides concrete possibilities for 

action but also a reason, an order, to what is happening. Extending a psychoanalytical ap-

proach to social issues, both studies show how naming participates in the symbolizing of a 

disruptive trouble. By resorting to the symbolic features of a shared language, symboliza-

tion reintegrates the troublesome event or person within the bounds of the community. In 

other words, symbolizing has a socializing effect: it reunites society around a common eti-

ology and attributes to each participant a role in the grammar selected to make sense of the 

situation. 
                                                           
28

See H. Sacks (1974), J. Widmer (2001), and P. Gonzalez (2006; 2010) about the normative character of de-
scriptive devices. 
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Reviving public inquiry 

Beyond their striking convergence, the works of Favret-Saada and Certeau have also 

important dissimilarities that deserve to be addressed. Those differences revolve around the 

conceptions of publicity and the role of public inquiry, in their practical and normative di-

mensions. Indeed, the phenomena studied by those authors have a different relationship to 

publicity and publicisation and are differently open to third parties.  

Thus, witchcraft seems to be unspeakable for two reasons. First, it cannot be the object 

of declarative discourse or propositional knowledge from those that are involved or have 

been involved: within witchcraft, speech, beliefs, and experience have no ñaboutness;ò not 

only are they pure acts, but also potentially deadly ones. Secondly, witchcraft must be kept 

secret because it is publicly despised and held up to ridicule, by the medical, political and 

clerical authorities as well as by the ordinary inhabitants of the Bocage themselves. By con-

trast, the cases of possession that Certeau dwells on are characterized by their public reach. 

For the troubles afflicting the nuns quickly give rise to a public inquiry where different rea-

sons, mainly religious, scientific, political, are tested. Whereas witchcraft is deprived of any 

endogenous publicity and condemned to secrecy, the exorcism is, right from the start, con-

ceived as a public ñspectacleò or ñtheatre,ò to take up Certeauôs words. 

From an epistemological and normative perspective, comparing the way witchcraft and 

possession deal with publicity is very informative. Since the events of Loudun have an en-

dogenous propensity towards publicity and publicisation, it suffices, for the analyst, to un-

fold the public disputes and to follow the actors in their exchanges and critiques. So if Cer-

teau can adopt a descriptive stance, this is because the phenomenon that he investigates, 

which is a public, pluralistic inquiry into the critical transformation of religious values and 

practices, is so to speak doing the ñnormative jobò in his place.29 Even if this public inquiry 

progressively turns into a collective, fatal dramaturgy, which leads to sentencing to death 

the alleged sorcerer, the doubt about what or who to believe has been cast, the religious cri-

teria have been dislocated, and a more pluralistic and open order has replaced the monistic 

ñclosedò one. 

By contrast, the system of witchcraft described ñfrom withinò by Favret-Saada is neither 

public, nor pluralistic: it is a private interlocution, an individual therapy performed in cam-

era to restore the strength of the bewitched, supposedly drawn away by the witchôs spell. 

The problem, here, is that the ethnographer, as pragmatic as she may be, cannot count on 

ñfolkò resources for critique, which are strikingly absent from her fieldwork. In the Bocage, 

indeed, a public, critical inquiry into sorcery cannot possibly exist becausewitchcraft is not 

an official resource or a public theory of misfortune that would allow natives to attest to 

their status of competent members of community. On the contrary, witchcraft needs secrecy 

to surviveða secrecy that the peasants have no interest in disclosing given the symbolic 

benefits that witchcraft is likely to provide. In the Bocage, witchcraft is sustained by the 

vicious circle of pragmatic beliefs which are incorrigible because, as we saw, they are 

shielded from reality tests, but also because they escape from the critical plurality of points 

of view, a plurality that is a constitutive feature of social and scientific inquiry.30 

                                                           
29

See J. Favret-Saada (1971). 
30

 See Arendtôs phenomenological account about how objectivity and reality are closely tied to publicity: 
ñ[public] means, first, that everything that appears in public can be seen and heard by everybody and has the wid-
est possible publicity. For us, appearanceðsomething that is being seen and heard by others as well as our-
selvesðconstitutes realityò (Arendt [1958] 1998: 50). Arendt clearly distinguishes between the political plurality 
of opinions and the multiple tests that a scientific statement or fact must pass in order to be established as true: 
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Now, when the actors themselves do not perform critique and normative distanciation, 

we can wonder whether the ñendogenous challengeò of pragmatic approaches can be held 

to the end, even if it means leaving aside the tragic consequences of magical therapy for the 

unfortunate witch. Indeed, the micro-politics of witchcraft, if it looks like a valuable pro-

cess of resubjectivation when it is seen from inside, allowing the bewitched to shift position 

from the status of patient to that of agent, looks very different when seen from outside. 

Even without endorsing the condescending view of the official authorities or the rational-

like, distant stance of the peasants when they are prompted to speak theoretically about it, 

witchcraft-from-the-outside appears not very commendable. In fact, it is a secret, non-

public inquiry which responds to a kind of ñschmittian logic,ò in the rather negative sense 

of Carl Schmitt: the recovery of the ñbewitchedò relies on the old trick of theñenemy with-

in.ò The deadly opposition between ñmeò and ñhimò enables the landowner and his family 

to act again as a collective body. In short, witchcraft is governed by an exclusion principle 

and a process of boundary making whose price is very high: the sacrifice of the scapegoat-

ed witch, who bears the brunt of the whole cure.  

Paradoxically, after powerfully criticizing the objectifying discourse stated by external 

ñauthoritiesò (State, science, church) about natives, the endogenous ethnography of Favret-

Saada cannot avoid taking up the violence exerted against the alleged witch whose tragic 

experience of ostracism remains desperately unspoken of. ñNo need to listen to him,ò the 

bewitched, the unwitcher, if not the ethnographer, say, ñhis death speaks for him.ò Reduced 

to the status of a ñthird person,ò the alleged witch is excluded from the space of the interlo-

cution, he is never an ñIò or a ñyou,ò including for the ethnographer.Now, as a lot of com-

mentators inspired by Benveniste (1966) have emphasized, the moral and political signifi-

cance of a system can be measured by its capacity to extend the number of people who can 

say ñIò and then refer to themselves in a self-actualizing manner. 

It goes without saying that, from a normative point of view, this ñschmittian-likeò logic 

of witchcraft is at the opposite of the public inquiry which, for pragmatic philosophers such 

as Dewey, allows people to distance themselves from institutional systems and to recover 

the individual and collective power of determining the orientations of the common life. But 

is this normative appreciation of the moral and political implications of witchcraft compati-

ble with the symmetrical anthropology pioneered by Favret-Saada? This question, very 

close to Boltanskiôs reflections on critique where we started from, raises a fundamental is-

sue: the comprehensive description of a social phenomenon, based upon the ñexperience-

nearò stance which is essential to understand what the ñaffectedò go through, cannot take 

into account its moral and political implications.31 As fine-grained and demanding as they 

are, descriptive accounts seem then to be only the first step of social and scientific inquiry. 

Sooner or later, they should be followed by a second step, that of the normative assessment 

of the moral and political implications of the phenomenon under scrutiny. 

If we follow John Dewey ([1927] 1991), such second-step, normative stance is fully 

necessary in a social and scientific inquiry, which is ideally governed by what he calls ñthe 

method of democracyòða method aiming at bringing conflicts, interests, and experiences 

out into the open where they can be publicly discussed, judged and improved. Here again, 

this method is particularly wellðand unintentionally, of courseðillustrated by the case of 

Loudun. Indeed, the ñgreat public trialò which turns the relation between the sacred and the 

profane into an object of collective inquiry continually expands, up to and including the 

                                                                                                                                                    
ñTruth in the sciences is dependent on the experiment that can be repeated by others; it requires general validityò 
(1982: 40). See also her important essay on ñTruth and politicsò ([1961] 2006). 

31
 About ñexperience-nearò, see Geertz (l975). 
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Princes of the Church, of the State and inquisitive laypeople. As the voice of the Devil 

makes its ownôs way through the social circles, more and more wide-ranging, it changes 

status: from an impromptu, destructive, violent force, it slowly becomes a civilized figure 

of speech. ñWith the possessed, the Devil speaks, he writes. If I dare say so, he publishesò 

(Certeau [1970] 2000: 8). The overcirculation of the words of the demon takes them away 

from their authoritative sources and diminishes their value: as an unsteady currency, they 

become more uncertain and, above all, more human. Torn apart by divergent intellectual 

systems, indeed, they no longer belong to the supernatural language, but are downgraded to 

human language and disputations. The progressive weakening of the initial force of the 

Devil illustrates fantastically well the potential emancipatory effect of publicity: it erodes 

the power of totalization that enclosed phenomena tend to entail. Once open to public scru-

tiny, the force of totalization can hardly endure, and this is why public inquiry, either social 

or scientific, is the mainstay of democracy in the normative, ideal sense of the term. 

As seen above, witchcraft in the Bocage appears as an anti-democratic problem solving, 

an ñanti-publicò grammar that is not held accountable for its moral and political conse-

quences by the actors themselves. So, in this case, some sort of ñexternalò standpoint of the 

social scientist is needed: only such standpoint can show that witchcraft is not solely the 

site of validation of the social fate of the alleged victim, but also the site of exclusion of the 

ostracized witch. How is it possible, then, to critically reveal the ill-formed moral and polit-

ical constitution of witchcraft without giving up on the endogenous stance of the ethnog-

rapher? How to reach, in this context, the ñbroadened way of thinkingò or ñenlarged men-

talityò, based upon the possible or actual judgment of others, which ensures a publicly-

minded, universalizing form of political judgment (Arendt 1982)? 

Complex exteriority or an eye for publicity? 

The latter Boltanski ([2009] 2011) distinguishes two kinds of critical processes. The 

first process, called ñsimple exteriorityò, is internal to the activities of the social actors and 

able, at best, to address power issues; to produce it, the social scientist simply follows and 

describes what the actors are doing and how they assess their doings. The second process, 

called ñcomplex exteriorityò, is external to the point of view of the people involved in so-

cial action; as such, it is able to unveil domination, not by assessing some local activities, 

but by producing a theoretical critique of the social order. For, unlike power, domination is 

invisible to the social actors and can only be revealed by the technical and theoretical skills 

of the (critical) social scientist. Boltanski defines then this second operation as metacritical 

in that it is able to produce a totalizingðas opposed to a partialðpoint of view on reality 

(which is his concept for ñsocial orderò). 

We reach here the heart of the disagreement between Boltanskiôs metapragmatical ap-

proach to critique vis-à-vis the more pragmatist one we tried to lay out by commenting on 

Favret-Saadaôs and especially Certeauôs work. Rather than opposing a simple exteriority to 

a complex one, we would like to stress, along the lines of Deweyôs pragmatism and Ar-

endtôs phenomenology, the continuum between the internal points of view about an action 

or event, and more external ones. Such a continuum is a feature of the phenomenon itself, 

which is always open to both internal and external gazes and, by way of consequence, to a 

plurality of perceptionsða plurality that is thus intrinsic to the whole phenomenon. Inter-

estingly, in Arendtôs phenomenological language, the distinction between the internal and 

external gaze matches up with the distinction between the stance of the actor and that of the 

spectator: ñonly the spectator occupies a position that enables him to see the whole; the ac-

tor, because he is part of the play, must enact his partðhe is partial by defini-
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tionò([1961] 2006: 55). Of course, the position of the spectator varies and can go from that 

of the impartial judge attending an event to the judgment of history but, in any case, it is the 

spectatorôs view that ñcarrie[s] the ultimate meaning of the event.ò32 Such understanding is 

very similar to Deweyôs experimental conception of the public: the public arises when indi-

viduals, indirectly affected by the consequences of othersô actions, perceive those effects 

and gather together in order to secure or avoid them.33 Even though Arendtôs spectator 

seems less politically active than Deweyôs public, both authors posit that the nature of a 

phenomenon exceeds the internal point of view of the actors, and that the third party per-

spective is consubstantial with it. 

It is precisely this ñopenness to the thirdò that allows the inquirer to remain faithful to 

the nature of the phenomenon without automatically endorsing the actorsô commitments. 

Since the critical point of view is already built in the phenomenon, normative critique does 

not require radical exteriority, contrary to what Boltanskiôs approach problematically sug-

gests. Indeed, the dichotomy that Boltanski posits between simple and external exteriority 

breaks the unity of the phenomenon and separates the direct elements of the phenomenon 

(the actorsô points of view) from their indirect counterparts (the publicôs points of view). 

This leads to a second difficulty: since direct and indirect elements have been disconnected, 

the third point of view linked to the indirect consequences of the phenomenon has been 

obliterated, forcing Boltanksi to reintroduce it under the form of an alien critical point of 

view: that of the metapragmatical critique. The problem is that, as Dewey put it, such criti-

cal move, far from being emancipating, is alienating, for the ideologicalðhence, dogmat-

icðcritique that it advocates is disconnected from the real consequences of the phenome-

non.34 Paradoxically, such disconnection severs the link between the phenomenon and so-

cial action, and prevents the actors or the public from acting upon its effective consequenc-

es. Rather than empowering people, such critical stance deprives them of their capacity to 

act in an appropriate manner, and replaces social inquiry with an ideological construct. 

But there is a thirdðand somehow more disturbingðcriticism that can be addressed to 

Boltanskiôs position. According to the author, a metacritical point of view, which provides 

a totalizing perspective on reality, is necessary to deconstruct the reigning social order. 

However, it is far from certain that such a totalizing perspective is neither needed nor desir-

able, for it might rapidly degenerate into a totalitarian point of view, hostile as such to a 

critical pluralism.35 A totalizing perspectiveðespecially one that severs the link between 

                                                           
32

 ñThe spectator, because he is not involved, can perceive this design of providence or nature, which is hid-
den from the actor. So we have the spectacle and the spectator on one side, the actors and all the single events and 
contingent, haphazard happenings on the other. In the context of the French Revolution, it seemed to Kant that the 
spectatorôs view carried the ultimate meaning of the event, although this view yielded no maximum for actingò 
(Arendt [1961] 2006: 52). 

33
 ñWe take then our point of departure from the objective fact that human acts have consequences upon oth-

ers, that some of these consequences are perceived, and that their perception leads to subsequent effort to control 
action so as to secure some consequences and avoid others. Following this clew, we are led to remark that the con-
sequences are of two kinds, those which affect the persons directly engaged in a transaction, and those which af-
fect others beyond those immediately concerned. In this distinction we find the germ of the distinction between the 
private and the public. When indirect consequences are recognized and there is effort to regulate them, something 
having the traits of a state comes into existenceò (Dewey [1927] 1991: 12). 

34
Dewey provides a point of method about the use of theory: ñPolitical theories have shared in the absolutistic 

character of philosophy generally. By this is meant something much more than philosophies of the Absolute. Even 
professedly empirical philosophies have assumed a certain finality and foreverness in their theories which may be 
expressed by saying that they have been non-historical in character. They have isolated their subject-matter from 
its connections, and any isolated subject-matter becomes unqualified in the degree of its disconnectionò 
([1927] 1991: 194-195). 

35
Again, see J. Stavo-Debauge (2011) and L. Kaufmann (2012). 
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the direct and indirect consequences of a phenomenonðrisks turning into a unique, arbi-

trary claim that bypasses the pluralistic composition of society and the multiplicity of opin-

ions.  

Our criticism to Boltanskiôs new sociology allows us to better specify the more pragma-

tist approach we advocate here. The puzzle produced by the articulation of the internal de-

scription of a phenomenon with its normative assessment, which make it accountable vis-à-

vis the rest of society, can indeed be solved through pragmatist means. In concrete terms, 

the solution, ethnographically and normatively correct, is to follow the direct and indirect 

consequences of a phenomenon, to lift the ban of enunciation and to map out as many 

points of views as possibleðincluding, in our witchcraft cases, the point of view of the al-

leged sorcerer (or witch) and that of the official authorities. This is the only way to increase 

the range of the possible views of the phenomenon and, thereby, to render the scope of the 

thought as general and pluralist as possible. Such a way to proceed will preserve the unity 

of the phenomenon: while acknowledging the diverseðand criticalðperspectives that it 

offers to scrutiny, from the actors to the public to the social scientist, it nevertheless em-

braces them with an overall pragmatist account. 
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Christoph Henning*  

Naturalistic Values and Progressive Politics. A Missing Link Between Pragmatism and So-

cial Theory 

Abstract. The paper argues that Deweyôs ethics is based on a naturalistic theory of value. 

This unusual interpretation questions the anti-naturalist reading of Dewey in the wake of 

Richard Rorty and other neo-pragmatists. In order to defend this interpretation, I develop 

a genealogy of Deweyôs pragmatic naturalism: It has a ófatherô in the progressivist move-

ment, and a ósisterô in the Chicago Sociology. A closer look at Frank L. Ward, Albion 

Small, W.I. Thomas and Robert Park helps to reconstruct the political dynamics of the 

progressivist programme of naturalistic values. This contextualization may also correct 

some of the shortcomings of Deweyôs own version: Some pragmatic sociologists spelled 

out the noncomformist individualism more clearly than Deweyôs philosophy did. Finally I 

suggest that this approach is still relevant today. 

What is Sociological Pragmatism? 

In 1921, major contributions of the Chicago School of Sociology had already appeared
1
. 

Nevertheless, in the same year Charles Horton Cooley noted in his Journal: ñA social, or 

perhaps I should say, a sociological pragmatism remains to be worked outò
2
. This seems to 

be a strange judgment: Not only is Cooley himself often considered both a sociologist and a 

pragmatist who, as a father of the interactionist paradigm, is mentioned together with G.H. 

Mead and John Dewey (Schubert 1995). There is also an understanding that the Chicago 

School was strongly influenced by the pragmatist philosophers and psychologists Dewey 

(who taught in Chicago from 1894 to 1905) and Mead (who came with Dewey and taught 

there until his death in 1931). Burgess and Park 1921, for example, extensively quoted 

Dewey in their influential work; others like Charles Ellwood (1873-1946) were even Dew-

eyôs direct students
3
. So what could this odd statement mean?  

A closer look at the context reveals that Cooley attributed this to William Jamesôs Psy-

chology (1890). What Cooley missed in James was this: ñhe saw men as separate individu-

alsò. Now one may wonder, how else should we look at ómenô? To understand Cooley 

right, we have to consider his own ideas: ñAlthough William James had insight into the so-

cial nature of the self he did not develop this into a really organistic conception of the rela-

tion of the individual to the social wholeò
4
. So it is not enough to consider the ñsocial na-

tureò of individual selves, which I would here interpret as a social origin or pro-social atti-

tudes (that is: a genetic or ethical claim). Cooley was after an ontological claim: an organ-

istictheory, which understood individual and society not as separate entities, but ï in a quest 

for unity reminding of Hegel and Dewey ï as two ópolesô of a larger whole. European 19
th
 

century organicism had already developed similar ideas, with Spencer and Schaeffle being 
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1
 Park 1915, Thomas and Znaniecki 1918-20, Burgess and Park 1921, Thomas 1921. 

2
 Cooley, Journal XXII, 1921, cited from Odin (1996: 162), also cited in Joas (1992: 33). 

3
 Lewis and Smith (1980: 167). They also describe pragmatismôs impact on W.I. Thomas and Herbert Blumer. 

4
 Odin (1996: 162), as in note 2. 
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just the tip of the iceberg. However, whether these theories were ñsociologyò, or rather a 

speculative metaphysics of society which the emerging science of sociology needed to 

overcome, this question was subject to heated debates (Small 1916, Salomon 1926). 

Cooley himself had developed a weakly organicist view almost 20 years earlier, holding 

that ñsociety and individual denote not separable phenomena but different aspects of the 

same thingò (Cooley 1902: 37). So the sociological theory he asked for was there already. 

This, however, can only mean that in this quote he did not consider his own writings prag-

matist. That leaves us with an unagitated reading of Cooleyôs quote: since he did not con-

sider himself a pragmatist here, his own writings did not count. And since many sociolo-

gists were skeptic about organicist metaphysics of society, this does not tell us much about 

sociological pragmatism. Just as stated before, the Chicago school could still be counted as 

a qualified candidate for a ósociological pragmatismô, even if Cooley himself did not see 

one around. 

In a classic paper, Hans Joas thought otherwise. He reads this quote as evidence that 

certain elements of the pragmatist philosophy had not been properly ótranslatedô into socio-

logical theory. Interestingly, he extends this claim not only to Cooley (Joas 1992: 33), but 

also to the cherished G.H. Mead (Joas 1992: 35), and even to ótheô Chicago sociologist, 

Robert E. Park: ñit can not be claimed that Park and his students succeeded in transforming 

pragmatism into a satisfactory theory of society (Joas 1992: 48). Now, this leads to a pecu-

liar situation: it almost looks like a game of naming and shaming, where the accusation to 

be ónot social (or sociological) enoughô can be passed on forever: Cooley claimed it about 

James (and Spencer); Mead 1930 claimed it about Cooley, now Joas claims it about Mead 

and Park
5
. (Ironically, today one might say this about Joas, who now has become a philo-

sophical and religious writer). So again we have to ask what this accusation could mean.  

Where ósociologyô designates an empirical science, based on a reliable theory of mod-

ern society, the accusation can either mean that said authors were not sociological enough. 

This is the case when Joas criticizes Mead: his ñideal of democratic self-government é is 

not used to elaborate a theory of society that could also be put to sociological useò (Joas 

1992: 35; ñuseò I here take to mean: used as a theoretical guide for empirical research). The 

same interpretation is at work where Joas compares W.I. Thomasô theories not to sociology, 

but to ñhumanistic psychologyò (Joas 1992: 43; like Karen Horney, Erich Fromm or Abra-

ham Maslow). Likewise, he claims that Park and his students had nothing to say about 

class, bureaucracy or international relations (Joas 1992: 48). But the accusation can also 

mean something else: Since we are looking for a sociological pragmatism, it can also mean 

that a certain sociology is not pragmatic enough. We find this understanding in Joasô text, 

too; for example when he criticizes Cooley for relying on emotions instead of actions (Joas 

1992: 33); or when Mead is accused of becoming an ñutopistò (Joas 1980: 207; see below).  

This leaves us with a dilemma: If we are looking for sociological pragmatism where we 

expect to find it: in American academia of the 1920s, we find sociology as well as pragma-

tism. But we also perceive a gap between them. It seems to be difficult to find a proper ñso-

ciological pragmatismò. However, this problem only arises from a certain perspective: Only 

if we look at sociology and pragmatism as two unrelated things we have to search for a link 

in order to build a synthesis. But this narrow focus is not necessary. Once the perspective is 

broadened a little, they appear as two branches of the same tree. Then we no longer have to 

                                                           
5
 For Cooley's verdict on Spencer see Coser (1971: 319). For Joas Mead remains a sociological champion. 

Lewis and Smith 1980 made the stronger claim that Mead is no sociologist at all: he was interested in ethics and 
empirical psychology, but has never conducted sociological research or taught sociology (the same is true for 
Dewey, Peirce and James). 
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óconstructô a link, for the two branches are linked already. To cut a long story short, the 

larger stream that carried them both was the progressivist movement. 

Progressive Politics in Pragmatism and Early Sociology 

A History of Sociology from 1948 distinguishes two different ñsociologiesò throughout 

the history of the discipline:  

 
Comte, Morgan, and Ward believing that the main purpose of sociology is to facilitate 

planned progress, while Spencer, Sumner, and Gumplowicz held that the great practical 

service of sociology is to warn against the futility and danger of the notion that man can 

facilitate and hasten social progress through deliberate action (Barnes 1948, ix). 

 

A similar distinction between proactive and cautionary social theory could be made be-

tween Max Weber, who rejected value judgements in sociology, and óvaluingô sociologists 

like Franz Oppenheimer; between self-proclaimed ócriticalô theorists in the wake of Max 

Horkheimer and positivists following Karl Popper; and even the debate between Jürgen 

Habermas and Niklas Luhmann in the 1970s could be framed this way. One party is in fa-

vor of progress; the other one is not against it, but only against planned progress, for such a 

planning could prove wrong-headed or illiberal. Their position rather is that progress is 

happening anyway (ñnaturallyò, as an evolution), so it is not for citizens or sociologists to 

decide which direction it should take. 

Now, it is important to see that the aim to facilitate and direct progress was exactly the 

program of the progressivist movement in the USA. As a political movement, it is usually 

dated from 1890-1921 (Allerfeldt 2007). As an intellectual movement, however, it started 

earlier, with Henry Georgeôs Progress and Poverty, written in1879, being a landmark pub-

lication to stir the debate. By the late 1870s, the United States witnessed rapid and tremen-

dous changes. But whether this was a ñprogressò was an open question. With industrializa-

tion came inequality and poverty, and with urbanization came a growing anonymity and a 

sense of alienation (Sandel 1996: 201ff.). From the beginning the debate had a clear eco-

nomic focus ï more precisely, it was clear regarding the criticism of the ñrugged individual-

ismò of the Gilded Age, but not so clear about the alternatives. Henry Carter Adams, Rich-

ard T. Ely and John Bates Clark (soon to be called the ñethical economistsò) were contrib-

uting to an economic critique of unfettered capitalism by the mid-1880s already. But as lib-

eral economists they were torn between full blown socialism and traditional market liberal-

ism
6
. In the 1930s John Dewey still tried to find some via media (LW 11; cf. Kloppenberg 

1986): even though he was in favor of ñindustrial democracyò as early as 1888
7
, he rejected 

efforts of his students Max Eastman and Sidney Hook to draw him towards Marxism or 

Trotzkyism (Phelps 1997: 55ff., 148ff.). To be progressive meant to be in-between, even if 

it was not immediately clear what that meant concretely. 

Likewise, the emergence of American Sociology since the 1880ies was motivated by a 

need, deeply felt by many, to ódoô something about the social disturbances which accompa-

nied the rapid industrialization and urbanization. It did not necessarily mean that progress 

needed to be made. Progress was manifest anyway. What it meant was that the socio-

                                                           
6
 See Eisenach 1994, 138ff. and Cohen 2002, 143ff. 

7
 Concerning the ñsupposed tendency of democracy toward socialism, if not communismò, Dewey pro-

claimed: ñthere is not need to beat around the bush in saying that democracy is not in reality what it is in name 
until it is industrialò (EW 1: 246; see Feffer 1993: 142ff.). For Meadôs position on ñsocialismò; see Shalin (2011: 
37ff., 51f.). 
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economic and cultural changes needed to be directed into a ñdesirableò direction (to use 

Deweyôs moral term). Using a language of fields inspired by Pierre Bourdieu, one might 

say that the (economic) liberalism early American Sociologists attacked was neither the 

emerging large-scale capitalism directly, nor its justification in the new economic theory 

(the marginal revolution was only just underway). Rather, they had the sociological version 

in mind which dominated the sociological field of this period: the theories of Herbert Spen-

cer and their American complement, William Graham Sumner
8
. In a Nietzschean move 

worthy of later liberals like Hayek, Sumner had radically ruled out any third-wayism: 

 
Let it be understood that we cannot go outside of this alternative: liberty, inequality, sur-

vival of the fittest; not-liberty, equality, survival of the unfittest. The former carries socie-

ty forward and favors all its best members; the latter carries society downwards and fa-

vors all its worst members (Summer 1914: 25). 

 

This theory posed the following difficulty: if capitalism would have been pictured as 

one ócultureô amongst others (which seemed possible, given that the changes were quite re-

cent) it would have been easy to beg to differ. However, this was not the way the debate 

was framed. Rather, capitalism was perceived as a ónaturalô thing to have, since it was 

based on nature. Sumner wrote in 1883 already:  

 
Certain ills belong to the hardship of human life. They are natural. They are part of the 

struggle with Nature for existence. We can not blame our fellow-men for our share of the-

se. My neighbor and I are both struggling to free ourselves from these ills. The fact that 

my neighbor has succeeded in this struggle better than I constitutes no grievance for me 

(Sumner 1883: 17f.).  

 

Once this underlying socio-natural philosophy was hegemonic, this claim could be 

made in a óneutralistô scientific fashion that was not open to debate. You cannot argue with 

natural forces, as German Neo-Kantian Rudolf Stammler (1896: 430ff.) had insisted against 

socialism. (Confronted with this ónaturalizingô power of ideological discourse theories of 

social and participatory democracy still look week today).  

In this situation, the progressivist agenda to ódoô something about the situation was fac-

ing a dead end. Of course, proponents of reform could try to bring their voice out into the 

public ï and for years Robert E. Park did just that when he worked as a journalist. (At one 

point he planned a weekly magazine with John Dewey in order to inform the public bet-

ter)
9
. However, as long as demands for, say, more real freedom and equality appeared as 

efforts to argue with ónatureô, this had a similar effect as barking at the moon had ï none. 

So in orderto be heard, the naturalistic hegemony of ñlaissez-faireò liberalism needed to be 

broken first. Karl Marx tried to do this in his economic writings for Europe. This is also 

what early American Sociologists set out to do. Frank Lester Wards Dynamic Sociology 

(published 1883, the year Marx died) was attacking the laissez-faire school head on, too
10

.  

The clue to this effort, however, was that it had to start with nature (just like Marx had 

done in his German Ideology, Henning 2009). This was not just a matter of taste of authors 

like Ward or Thomas who happened to be interested in biology and botanics. Dewey 

spelled out the dilemma most clearly. If nature was left aside and progressive theory 

                                                           
8
 On Sumner see D. Ross (1991: 85ff.); Cohen (2002: 148ff.).  

9
 Lindner (2000: 215); cf. Coser (1971: 368f.).  

10
See Barnes (1948: 173ff.), Hofstadter (1955: 67ff.); D. Ross (1991: 88ff.); Rafferty 2003. 
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jumped to a normative view of society immediately, this remained pure articulation of sub-

jective taste without any moral force:  

 
There will be one philosophy, a realistic one, for mathematics, physical science and the 

established social order; another, and opposed philosophy for the affairs of personal life. 

é But philosophical dualism is but a formulated recognition of an impasse in life; an im-

potence in interaction, inability to make effective transition, limitation of power to regu-

late (LW 1: 186). 

 

If a ñcontinuityò between nature and society (LW 1: 6) could be demonstrated, however, 

then arguments from an analysis of society could no longer be neglected with recourse to 

nature. They had to be taken seriously. This explains why social sciences were crucial to 

the progressive movement; a ñReconstruction of Society by Social Scienceò was needed 

(Barnes 1948: 173ff.). But it had to be a social science that could explain itself over and 

against the dominance of the natural sciences and naturalistic ideologies. For this reason the 

botanist Ward was extremely important for the birth of progressive sociology: his attack on 

the laissez-faire doctrine (Ward 1883 I: 31ff.) was no naïve Social Gospel or remote moral-

ism. It was based on a firm philosophy of nature, which was as informed about Darwin as 

Sumner was.  

It is no coincidence, then, that Wright-Millsô early search for the link between Sociology 

and Pragmatism perceived a ñtradition from Ward, through Dewey, to W. I. Thomas and 

Meadò (Wright Mills 1964: 448; written 1941). ñMany passages of this book [Ward 1883] 

could almost have been written by John Deweyò (Wright Mills 1964: 462). I agree. What 

allowed for this continuity not only between nature and society, but also between Ward and 

Dewey ï and that is: between early Sociology and Pragmatism?  

It begins with a similar philosophy of science. Science needed to prove itself for practi-

cal purposes, or it was pointless. Describing a similar dualism between a meaningless natu-

ral science and subjective moral judgments, Ward (who quoted Peirce in this work already) 

wrote 42 years before Dewey: 

 
The real object of science is to benefit man. A science which fails to do this, however 

agreeable its study, is lifeless. Sociology, which of all sciences should benefit man most, 

is in danger of falling into the class of polite amusements, or dead sciences (Ward 1883: 

xxvii).  

 

As we saw, sociology did not just aim at a random benefit, but at a planned social pro-

gress (Wards sociocraty: ñthe rule of society by societyò)
11

. How did Ward prove it was 

possible? His main argument was that the ñstaticalò perspective taken in biological theory 

and sociology was not enough. Sociology needed to take ñdynamical actionò into account: 

ñit is not what men are, but what they doò (Ward 1903:15). The following passage fore-

shadows Deweyôs distinction between ñhabitò and action guided by ñintelligenceò:  

 
Dynamical actions are distinguished from statical actions in proceeding according to the 

indirect, or intellectual, method of conation instead of the direct, or physical, method. é 

In statical actions the movements of the agent are made in straight lines toward the end. In 

dynamical actions, they are not so made, but may proceed in any other direction (Ward 

1883 II: 378). 

 

                                                           
11

 Ward (1883 I: 60); cf. Chugerman (1939: 319ff.). 
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Dynamic action was defined by a conscious purpose. Now, if individuals may define 

and pursue a purpose, then societies should be able to do this, too. At least in Europe they 

did, by developing social insurances, a welfare state and municipal services, for example. 

Experiencing this European óprogressô was crucial for progressive writers, many of whom 

had studied in Germany. Mead, e.g., was deeply impressed ñhow cities sweep their streets, 

manage their gas works and street cars, their Turnvereinsò etc
12

. Being able to set a purpose 

both individually and collectively (ñcollective telesisò, Ward 1898: 260ff.) distinguished 

humans from other natural beings. But then doing this no longer is a mistake. It does not 

mean to mess with mother nature if setting collective purposes is our very nature. 

Saying this with scientific intent, however, leads to the question which the purposes in 

question are. Nature can be studied. Even if there is a difference between humans and (oth-

er) animals, we should be able to say more at this crucial step. Indeed, Ward had an idea 

here: he suggested to use human emotions as a key: ñWhat function is to biology, feeling is 

to sociologyò (Ward 1883 II: 123). Feelings are particularly human. At the same time they 

are natural enough to be a ñforceò in human conduct. Hence, Ward called them ñsocial 

forcesò (1883 I: 480ff.). One of them ï the notion of ñsympathyò which already appeared in 

Adam Smith ï made a special ócareerô in later progressive writings: ñReform should be 

based on Sympathyò (Cooley 1909: 13f.)
13

. This sociology believed it could define natural-

istic values in order to direct the social progress. ñToday men think for a purpose. The pur-

pose is one: the elevation of menò (Ward 1883 II: 123). Or, with Dewey (1920: 141): 

ñGrowth itself is the only moral óendôò. 

This idea of naturalistic values defined by social forces was handed on to other sociolo-

gists
14

. It is still visible in the writings of Albion Small (1854-1926), progressivist and insti-

tutional father of the Chicago School. Small saw an ñimpulse to improve ways of improv-

ing the worldòincorporated in sociology (1916: 828). As early as 1893 (according to Barnes 

1948: 782) he formulated his objective list of human interests: ñhealth, wealth, sociability, 

knowledge, beauty, and rightnessò, which he deduced from basic emotions (Small 

1905:196, 682)
15

. Interestingly, Small quoted Dewey for these interests (Small 1905: 433). 

And like Ward, Small perceived that there was evolutionary progress in society anyway 

(ñNatural life is conflict, but it is conflict converging toward minimum conflict and maxi-

mum co-operation and sociabilityò, Small 1905: 371). This progress needed conscious 

planning and direction, which made it the aim of sociology to provide the proper ends or 

values. Considering the methodic question how such naturalistic values might be discov-

ered, Small ï who is often described as a minor theorist ï was influenced by Peirce, fore-

shadowing K.O. Apelôs and Habermasôs writings of the 1960s: 

 
The most reliable criterion of human values which science can propose would be the con-

sensus of councils of scientists representing the largest possible variety of human inter-

ests, and co-operating to reduce their special judgments to a scale which would render 

their due to each of the interests in the total calculation. This declaration of principles é 

would not be the abdication of science. It would be science with stripped of cant. é It 

would be science with its decks cleared for action (Small 1910:260). 

 

                                                           
12

 Mead in a letter from 1890, cited in Shalin (2011, 46). As many will remember, Lenin was impressed, too; 
especially by the German post office.  

13
 Cf. Cooley(1902: 136ff.); E. A. Ross (1901: 7ff.), and Kropotkin (1902). 

14
 See Lewis/Smith (1980, 155ff.); Schubert (2010, 80ff.).  

15
 The ñhealth interestò is subdivided into ñFoodò, ñSexò and ñWork interestò. 
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Even if this sounds like the technocratic elitism later developed by Walter Lippmann 

and others, this was not the issue for Ward and Small. They rather asked for public discus-

sion of societal issues, based on the best knowledge available. Hence the need for a func-

tioning media, which was so important to Park and Dewey. Hence, also, the stress on edu-

cation. It became an eminent political end (in-view or not) to provide good education for 

everybody. Dewey and Tufts called this ñequality of opportunityò, Ward even more point-

edly ñintellectual egalitarianismò (MW 5: 490 f.)
16

. 

The idea of the social forces moved even further, from Ward to Small, and from Small 

to W.I. Thomas (1863-1947). In his terminology ñfour fundamental wishesò remained 

(Thomas 1921: 27): the desire for new experience
17

, for security, for response (or affection 

by members of the in-group) and for recognition (distinction, or a certain status within the 

larger group). This anthropological base ï which was later modified, but never given up 

completely
18

 ï was sometimes criticized as un-sociological. Wrongly, I think: Its function 

was not to put empirical investigations aside by ódeducingô something from a fixed concept 

of nature as ñsupreme realityò (MW 12: 92). Social sciences do not have to assume that 

humans can do without nature (that would be an absurd claim). To the contrary, an anthro-

pological base allowed for a better sociology. It served two purposes: First, in order to 

compare different cultures or their mutual impact, what the Polish Peasant (Thomas and 

Znaniecki 1918-20) did masterfully, one has to know what is to be compared in the first 

place. In order to understand local differences or historical changes, something needs to be 

fixed (a tertium comparationis). Otherwise we would only see drift and fluidity, which 

teaches us nothing: 

 
What distinguishes societies and individuals is the predominance of certain attitudes over 

others, and this predominance depends, as we shall see below, on the type of organization 

which the group has developed to regulate the expression of the wishes of its members. é 

We can, therefore, gain a better understanding of the heritages of the immigrant groups é 

by examining briefly the nature of the human wishes and the form of the social organiza-

tion which control the wishes of our immigrants at home (Thomas 1921: 25f.). 

 

So considering these fundamental wishes allows for better comparisons. And what is 

more, they also carry a (weak) normativity. They often are ñrepressedò to a great extent 

(Thomas 1951: 117, written 1918), but they should not be repressed altogether: ñWe may 

assume also that an individual life cannot be called normal in which all the four types of 

wishes are not satisfied in some measure and in some formò (Thomas 1951: 144, written 

1925). Thomas and Znaniecky had a ópragmaticô understanding of values which bound to-

gether objective (social) values and subjective valuations (attitudes) in a larger practical 

unity. To quote the ófamousô phrase from the Polish Peasant: ñThe attitude is thus the indi-

vidual counterpart of the social value; activity, in whatever form, is the bond between 

themò (Thomas 1951: 50, written 1918). Those actions are neither embedded in a trans-

cendent set of objective value, nor in a transcendental set of subjective attitudes (in Dew-

eyan terms, they do not presuppose ñfixed endsò), but in a ñsituationò in which values and 

attitudes come together. ñEvery concrete activity is the solution of a situationò (Thomas 

1951: 57). So in order to understand human action, we need to understand the situation. 

                                                           
16

 Ward (1918 VI: 337), cf. Chugerman (1939: 439). 
17

 Schubert (2010: 81) sees an influence of Peirce here: creative action is not necessarily a response to an ex-
ternal problem, but may also result from a desire for play or creation. 

18
 Thomas (1951: 111-144) documents versions of this theory from 1917 to 1925. Park and Burgess (1921: 

435-504) have a long chapter about ñsocial forcesò, with many authors. 
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And consequently, in order to bring about ñprogressò in the course of action, the situation 

needs to be changed ï which includes the environment as well as attitudes. 

Obviously this situationist approach is very close to Deweyôs take on ethics. This paral-

lel has three aspects: methodological, concerning the material, and in regard to ñprogressiv-

istò conclusions: 

First, in the general understanding of morality Dewey replaced what seemed to him ña 

single, fixed and final goalò in traditional theories with ñindividualized goods and endsò 

which depended on the situation. This way, ñevery moral situation is a unique situationò 

(MW 12: 173). In order to understand the moral dimension of an act, we need to understand 

the concrete situation first, withholding the inclination to subsume it under general princi-

ples to quickly (Dewey and Tuft 1908: 197ff.).  

Secondly, this level of concretion did not lead Dewey to give up ethical theory (a possi-

ble conclusion if only ñchanging, moving, individualized goodsò remain, 132). Instead, his 

ethics exemplarily analyzed the general ñsituationò of the United States in 1908 and again 

in 1932. In a good progressivist fashion Dewey and Tufts (MW 5: 457) primarily describe 

the ñeconomic situationò. Ironically, the most concrete level of analysis Dewey ever got to 

in terms of social theory was in ethics.  

Thirdly, the normative conclusions drawn do not refer to the morality of individuals (as 

in Victorian efforts to legislate morality), but to the social conditions. For example, Dewey 

and Tufts (MW 5: 390ff., 470ff.) elaborated the notion of ñeffective freedomò and ñequality 

of opportunityò which were already common in the progressivist literature
19

. Comparable to 

Thomasô logic of the situation, it included both: working on external (e.g., freedom from 

want) as on internal conditions (e.g, freedom from fear). 

These two schools of thought, pragmatism and the Chicago School of Sociology, found 

a way to escape the accusation of a naturalistic fallacy (Bohmann 2010). Unfortunately, 

though, both poles of the ñnaturalistic valuesò ï nature and value ï become increasingly 

difficult to articulate in the process of professionalization of a social science. Values be-

come the object of social science the more it is confronted with pluralism (a parallel to Max 

Weber in European sociology). To pursue one against the others would be partial and naïve. 

Hence, Park believed that ña moral man cannot be a sociologistò (cited in Lindner 2000, 

217). However, as long as sociology claims to be a progressive force in society, it must en-

able others to make better value judgments. And even Park ñsaw sociology as ultimately 

useful and practicalò: 

ñApplied sociology is not concerned with uncovering mechanisms and devices for re-

form, but with exposing the broad setting of social organization and human nature which 

policy-makers must take into accountò (Turner in Park 1967, xvi). 

Sometimes sociology may even articulate new and more reflective values itself. One bi-

ographer of Park describes his ideal, which resembles Simmel and Habermasô Peirceian 

normative social philosophy, the following way:  

 
the task of communication é becomes a cultural ideal which transcends traditional 

bonds, in order to arrive at a common universe of discourse. é Communication enables 

individual experiences to be integrated, but not sublatedò (Lindner 1996, 112, cf. Lindner 

2000, 225). 

 

Consequently, human nature is not simply a ñgivenò which may be stored in a scientific 

box. In the 1920s this was shown by the critique of instinct psychology by Faris (1921), a 
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 Green (1881); Ward (1883 II: 233: liberty is ñthe power to actò); Cooley (1902: 433ff.). 
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Chicago scholar, and Bernard (1924)
20

. Nevertheless, the concepts of nature and ñhuman 

natureò remained crucial ones, in both pragmatism and Chicago sociology. As Mead had 

anchored his symbolic interactionism in an organic perspective and Dewey (MW 14) de-

veloped an anthropology of habit and impulse, Park (1915: 583) held that the study of the 

city would ñreveal to us human behavior and human nature generallyò. Later studies relied 

on a ñbioticò vocabulary even stronger (Park et al. 1925), laying foundations for the disci-

pline of ósocial ecologyô.  

Systematically, therefore, these underlying naturalistic values do not mark the differ-

ence between pragmatism and Chicago Sociology. They can be found in both branches of 

the progressive tree. Before I elaborate where a crucial difference between them lies which 

is often overlooked in the literature, I would like to elaborate in some detail how Dewey, 

the most systematic of the progressive thinkers, explained naturalistic values. He was quite 

aware of the criticism of naïve conceptions of human nature and values. Nevertheless he 

spelled out a normative anthropology himself.  

John Dewey on Naturalistic Values  

European sociology could not easily ódigestô the evaluative approach in social theory 

(Tenbruck 1985). The reason was epistemological: The fact-value distinction was very rel-

evant in a European Kantian framework. However, since American progressivists were in-

fluenced more by Hume and Darwin than by Kant, they were less concerned about norma-

tive óvaluingô in science
21

. This motivates a deeper look into the normative implications of 

the naturalism typical for progressive thought from Ward to Dewey and Park. Clearly, their 

naturalism was not reductionist (Bohman 2010, Gale 2010). They did not try to belittle the 

impact of culture and history, or even of mind and free will (ñintelligenceò, in Deweyôs 

terms). Rather, they looked at the way their nature allowed human beings to act and interact 

in different ways, creatively changing their natural and social environment where possible. 

As we have seen in Ward and others, starting with a natural perspective does not preclude 

arriving at social or cultural phenomena. Rather, this avoids the ñdualismò described by 

Dewey which would make these theories vulnerable to a criticism from the hegemonic lais-

sez-faire naturalism.  

Dewey was highly critical of two different ways of thinking: as we have seen, one was 

the ideological liberalism which was based on an abstract individualism. The other one was 

traditionalism, based on a rigid intersubjectivism. (Both are still with us today.) Both of 

them tell stories about foundations: the first one disembedds the atomistic individual from 

its social settings and remodels everything in its image. Even if the model aims to be purely 

formal, it is still based on a particular conception of the individual: a market-type consumer 

who óchoosesô norms according to his interests (MW 5: 77, 478). The second model relin-

quishes individuals to the social powers around them (families, tribes, local customs etc.). 

This social constructivism implies an ontological claim about the foundation of norms in 

certain social communities. Ironically, today it is particularly popular with readers of Mead 

like Habermas, Joas or Honneth. But if normative claims are only(quasi-)based on local 

habits (ñfolkwaysò, Sumner 1907), on the way we do it, this has very limited normative 

                                                           
20

This is a parallel to German ñphilosophical anthropologyò of the 1920s, which also maintained that there is a 
human nature, but it neither determines nor predicts human behavior. 

21
Dewey clearly acknowledged his Darwinian influences several times. In the foreword to Human Nature and 

Conduct from 1930, he also endorsed Hume (see Bohman 2010: 191). 
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power in different contexts with different local habits. Neither is it a promising prospect for 

a deeper and non-conformist individualism, as it was one of Deweyôs main aims.  

Here is the dilemma Dewey faced: basing norms on an abstracted concept of the mar-

ket-individual(ñlibertyò) is ideological and over-abstract; whereas an ethics based on the 

self-conception of pre-industrial white middle-class Mid-west American town-

life(ñcommunityò) is limited to this particular context. Basing ethics on the individual or 

the social lifemay therefore both be dead ends, at least for progressivists. But not basing 

them on anything is not a way out, either, for that would leave it adrift in practice, and prey 

to whatever ideology comes around in theory. So where do we go from here?  

Deweyôs criticism of both theories is based on human nature. Even though both theories 

claim to represent human nature, neither of them is reaching down to it. Any particular 

community is historically and geographically contingent, and so is ñrugged individualismò: 

it is an abstractification of another section of the same community ï the role taken in eco-

nomic transactions (at least in their textbook representation). Both claims are taken for 

granted (as natural) by their followers, yet they only represent contingent and particular 

facts which are open to change. Consequently they cannot be legitimized with reference to 

human nature. Saying so, however, presupposes that there is something like human nature 

we may refer to. (To see this, note that in order to say óa is not an xô, we need to know first 

what the characteristics of x are.) 

Today many philosophers and social scientists abhor naturalist claims (Pinker 2002), for 

all too often they petrify contingent facts and try to end all discussion. However, for Dewey 

this was different. If Deweyôs main interest, which attracted him to Hegel, was the over-

coming of dualism, then the dualisms of body and mind, or nature and culture, are among 

the most important ones. For Dewey being at home in the world also implies to beat home 

in oneôs nature, both as an individual (Dewey was a nonconformist) and, more generally, as 

a natural being. So we should expect a more positive approach towards human nature then 

the neo-pragmatist allows for
22

. Indeed, Dewey describes human nature as ñraw materialsò 

(MW 14: 78) that can take different shapes. It is cultivated in many different ways, with 

habits as a second nature guiding most of our actions. These habits are contingent and for-

ever changing. Consequently this conception cannot prescribe a certain way of being, like 

theories of natural law used to do. Dewey does not even try to define a fixed set of instincts, 

for even they may change (MW 14: 144). This concept of human nature is quite liberal. In 

an ingenious reversal, Dewey claims that illiberal consequences rather have to be feared if 

we base our norms on culture and tradition: 

 
As a matter of fact, it is precisely custom which has the greatest inertia, which is least 

susceptible of alteration; while instincts are most readily modifiable through use, most 

subjective to educative direction (MW 14: 76 f.). 

 

Even if this is so, taking humans ófirst natureô (as I call it, Henning 2009) into account is 

not morally empty. The biotic base, which is always present in action, is both an enabling 

condition and a limit: ñThe natural, or native, powers furnish the initiating and limiting 

forces in all education; they do not furnish its ends or aimsò (MW 9: 121). The short title 

for this dimension in Deweyôs thought is ñimpulseò. To a certain extent, it reflects Meadôs 

concept of the ñIò, which transcends the socialized roles a person can ñtake overò in so far 

as it is the organic source of motivation (ñThe óIô is the response of the organism to the atti-
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For Rorty 1977, Deweyôs naturalism was a lapse. In German political philosophy this interpretation is still 
relevant (Honneth 2000). 
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tudes of the othersò; Mead 1934: 175). As a source of motivation, it is also a source for cre-

ativity and values: 

ñThe possibilities in our nature ... are possibilities of the self that lie beyond our own 

immediate presentation ... It is there that novelty arises and it is there that our most im-

portant values are locatedò (Mead 1934: 204). 

Two non-redundant aspects need to be considered here: First, if all the different cultures 

emerge from the same human nature, we have something in all plurality and difference that 

unites us. Every human being is equal in this respect. We all share this common organic 

nature, this humanity. For Dewey this common nature is best understood as a human per-

fectibility: ñNot perfection as a final goal, but the ever enduring process of perfecting, ma-

turing, refining is the aim in livingò (MW 12: 181; hence the desire for growth without 

ñfixed endsò, MW 14: 159). Everybody can do this and is doing this in fact (remember 

Thomasô fundamental wish for new experience). Without this shared human nature, claims 

for equal respect, equal dignity etc. would not make much sense. They would be óunfound-

edô. 

The second normative aspect is dignity: Human nature has a certain normative power 

because it is so fragile. Cultural forms and types of subjectivity develop from this base, but 

they may also squeeze this potentiality or pose obstacles to our ñgrowthò. Here this anthro-

pology strongly relates to social theory. If we cannot develop ourselves, both individually 

and culturally, human nature will sooner or later revolt:  

 
At critical moments of unusual stimuli the emotional outbreak and rush of instincts domi-

nating all activity show how superficial is the modification which a rigid habit has been 

able to effect (MW 14: 72). 

 

Now, if under certain circumstances such outbreaks of emotions have to be considered 

natural, but this ñnaturalò dimension is the source of value, people should be given a right 

to behave in this way
23

. Thus, freedom is founded upon our first nature: ñimpulse is a 

source, an indispensable source, of liberationò (MW 14: 75). Hence, protecting this univer-

sal human nature by moral and legal norms is protecting cultures as well as individuals. It is 

well founded, and it also includes both, liberalism as well as communitarianism. Moreover, 

it is even cosmopolitan: Protecting this ñnature of freedomò (8; vgl. 306) is protecting a 

fundamental human potential that can be found in every culture. In short, this theory is not 

redundant because it does not permit everything: as soon as a certain culture (a rigid habit) 

starts to curtail the development of its own people, they have a good reason to oppose this 

from their own context. Then, we have a reason to share their concerns because our com-

mon nature makes us natural allies in this respect
24

. 

Against the strong intersubjectivist who may claim with Mead (1934: 167) that the ñon-

ly way in which we can react against the disapproval of the entire community is by setting 

up a higher sort of communityò, it is only part of the story that this would be ñthe voice of 

reasonò (168). It would also be the voice of our nature, which is an even stronger one. 

There is not only one ñreasonò, as Isaiah Berlin has rightly stressed (especially if we bind 

reason to situations, as Dewey and Thomas did). But there is only one human nature. ñEth-

                                                           
23

Put traditionally: Ultra posse nemo obligatur. 
24

 Whereas Dewey traveled to China, Japan, Turkey, and Russia, members of the Chicago school (Thomas, 
Park, and Faris, e.g.) later turned to migration and so-called ñrace relationsò in the USA in order to promote some 
progress there. 
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ics is a part of our nature and needs no justificationò (Gale 2010: 73). This is why the old 

Dewey could still say: 

 
naturalism finds the values in question, the worth and dignity of men and women, found-

ed in human nature itself, in the connections, actual and potential, of human beings with 

one another in their natural social relationships (LW 15: 54). 

 

So for Dewey, the voices of reason and nature are not so far apart at all: In a dialectical 

move almost resembling Schelling, Dewey speaks of a ñstimulation of reflective imagina-

tion by impulseò (MW 14: 121). We only get to intelligence through impulse: if habits face 

an ñinterruptionò or ñdisturbanceò (MW 14: 125), impulses are set free and call for a new 

direction. So reason (ñan effective relationship among desires, rather than a thing opposed 

to desireò, MW 14: 135) is firmly based in nature. But this is a nature that is not coexten-

sive with what natural sciences say about it.  

Even if it may lead us astray, to underpin this point here is another, even more striking 

reminiscence to Schelling. It comes up when Dewey describes a feeling of unity between 

nature and reason in artistic activity:  

 
In creative production, the external and physical world é is subject-matter and sustainer 

of conscious activity; and thereby exhibits é the fact that consciousness is é the mani-

fest quality of existence when nature is most free and most active (LW 1: 293). 

 

This indicates that for Dewey not only moral values are deeply rooted in our (first) na-

ture. We touch the same sphere in aesthetic experiences; a trait that connects Dewey with 

Adorno. Having mentioned Adorno, let me now come back to the issue of sociology. 

Another Gap Between Pragmatism and Sociology  

So far I have shown that there are several traits shared by pragmatism and the Chicago 

school of sociology, which have a common source in the progressive movement. The pro-

gressivist creed was based on notions of sympathy (as opposed to ñatomismò), the common 

good (as opposed to individual desires) and the ñsocial selfò (as opposed to egoism). It 

strongly linked theory to an ameliorative practice, and reconstructed theory in order to re-

construct society. Normatively this new theory was founded on naturalistic values. These 

points were elaborated by sociologists like Ward, Small or Park as well as by Pragmatists 

such as Mead or Dewey. With the continuous topics came a shared methodology: these 

middle range theories no longer searched for general theories or fixed ends. They con-

strained themselves to analyze concrete situations, helping to find means for the ends-in-

view. In these ñsituationsò and corresponding activities, objective and subjective factors 

were bound together. Therefore, explanations could not be had by a reduction to either sub-

jective (psychological) or objective (structural) factors alone. 

In all of this, no clear ñgapò has yet appeared between sociology and pragmatism. Does 

this mean that Joasô and Cooleyôs assumption was wrong? Yes and no: they were right in 

noting a gap. They differed, however, in the way this gap is described. With Joasô rigid cri-

terion in mind, hardly any author would count as a sociologist; at least not the authors using 

the ñrenaissanceò of pragmatism for social theory, like Habermas, Honneth, or Joas him-

self: they neither undertake empirical research, nor do they have much to say on issues of 



CHRISTOPH HENNING                                                                         NATURALISTIC VALUES AND PROGRESSIVE POLITICS 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

ISSN: 2036-4091 2012, IV, 1 

 96 

 

class conflict or international politics
25

. As we have seen, this could even be said about the 

Chicago sociologists. So instead of explaining the gap, this criterion only mentions another 

commonality.  

But there is a gap nevertheless. This gap has to do with two of the common themes: the 

social self, and naturalistic values. As will be seen, they are interrelated. Counterintuitively, 

the more we allow for nature, the more individualism we allow, whereas a stress on sociali-

ty transports conformist ideas. In terms of nature the difference may be described thus: 

There are two ways in which values can be naturalized: either we project mind back into 

matter, or we follow nature reaching into the minds. Either way, we overcome dualism and 

get a higher óunityô. However, these are two different ówholesô: in Schellingôs terms, one is 

a subjective subject-object, the other one an objective subject-object. Likewise, Marxists 

distinguished between idealist syntheses and materialist ones. This seems to be philosophi-

cal hairsplitting, but following the pragmatic maxim to look for practical consequences, it 

makes a tremendous difference in practice. The first is moralizing nature, the second is nat-

uralizing morals. 

This, finally, is a real difference between the two schools: In spite of all its criticism (cf. 

LW 1: 295 ff.), pragmatism always remained a philosophy; whereas sociology left behind 

its speculative phase and professionalized itself into science. As philosophy, pragmatism 

was inclined to solve problems on the conceptual level already. However, if a problem dis-

appears conceptually, we may no longer perceive it in reality (whereas perceiving problems 

is the main job of empirical sociology). To us, it will rather seem as a ñmistakeò or false 

consciousness in those who claim there is a problem. Imputing mind into matter, or morals 

into nature, is doing just this: once accomplished, there no longer is a conflict, if only we 

perceive the world the right way (the only problem left is how to educate the other people, 

which was one of Deweyôs main aims). 

It is not a new approach to interpret Dewey as an idealist who spiritualized nature, so I 

can be brief here. Scholars have shown that Dewey kept his spiritualist beginnings all his 

life, transforming it into a language in line with scientific modernism, but maintaining that 

ñmind is implicitly present in matterò (Gale 2010: 66). As Andrew Feffer has argued, it 

survived a reshaping into empirical psychology, as visible in the well-known essay on the 

reflex-arc from 1896:  

 
As in his earlier expositions on the New Psychology, in his reflex-arc article Dewey 

sought to demonstrate, incontrovertibly and scientifically, the thoroughgoing immanence 

of mind in the neurological functioning of the body and the presence of telos in the bio-

logical functions of human existence (Feffer 1993: 148f.)26.  

 

But this continuity is not limited to the early Dewey. It was made to last:  

 
When Dewey made the transition from absolute idealism to what he called alternatively 

pragmatism, instrumentalism, or experimentalism he merely changed the name of this 

background unity from óuniversal consciousnessô to experience, this being a case of pour-

ing old wine into new bottles (Gale 2010: 60f.). 

                                                           
25

 Apart from commenting on pragmatists, neither are they pragmatistic(whichis not a shame, no one has to 
be): their philosophy does not analyze concrete situations, but aims at general theories and highly abstract con-
cepts like communicative action, recognition, or value. 

26
ñOne thing Dewey accomplished through his reconstruction of psychological terminology was to claim the 

mantle of science for a philosophical tradition in danger of being closed out of the experimental laboratoryò (Fef-
fer 1993: 149f.). 
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Richard Gale claims that especially the later terminology of experiments and ñexperi-

enceò carried a óunitarianô and mystical philosophy:
27

 

 
The reason why no one ever understood what Dewey meant by óexperienceô is not be-

cause he was a poor writer, as is commonly claimed, but rather because he was formulat-

ing a mystical doctrine (Gale 2010: 62). 

 

Now, if nature is tamed conceptually, there is nothing to fear from it. As a force (to cite 

Wards) it no longer is óalienô. This is certainly a good thing for individuals ï in spite of his 

reservations to psychoanalysis, Dewey is quite close to positive psychology here. However, 

when it comes to social matters, there is a danger of abstracting away the crucial conflicts 

that arise in and from nature. Yes, the struggle for life Darwin had focused on (ñeat or be 

eatenò) became an ideology when everything social was read in its image. But it also re-

ferred to something quite real in nature itself. For authors following the other path of com-

bining nature and values, this meant that even in society there were ónaturalô conflicts (over 

territory, food, mates, access etc.). For example, when Ward (or Marx) pointed to cut-

throat-competition on the market or Park to the biotic processes in the city, ideology would 

consist in not seeing this. 

Read in this way, the accusation cited above ï not to be social enough ï acquires a 

whole different undertone. No longer it means that the criticized author is not sociologist 

(that is: empirical) enough. Rather, it is a conceptual accusation, implying that there is too 

much of a dualism at work: as long as there is antagonism, or even a duality of nature and 

culture, the theory is said to be ónot social enoughô. (Remember that this is what Cooley 

said about James, Mead about Cooley, Joas about Mead, and Schubert about Park ï the list 

could go on.) But then, being ósocial enoughô only means to claim that conceptually every-

thing is social through and through (or, in Germanic terms, óintersubjectively constitutedô). 

This, however, is not a sociological position, it is metaphysics. Pragmatistic philosophers 

complain about sociologists who still work with a conflict between nature and culture. 

Ward, for example, argued that ñnatural forcesò li ke competition were still powerful in so-

ciety, so ñsocial forcesò needed to counteract them:  

 
All human institutions ï religion, government, law, marriage, custom ï é are, broadly 

viewed, only so many ways of meeting and checkmating the principle of competition as it 

manifests itself in society (Ward 1893: 262). 

 

In a review of Ward, Dewey argued against the ñsharp break between culture and na-

tureò which he attributed to a conceptual mistake (Dewey 1894, 201ff., cf. Rafferty 2003, 

107). Park, to give another example, believed that we can not simply assume that people 

will cooperate, just because ñcooperationò is in some way also natural. As an empirical sci-

entist, he had to concede that in real cases competition often came first, and very powerful-

ly. It needed a lot of energy in order to (successively) arrive at conflict, accommodation, or 

ñassimilationò (acculturation)
28

. He even spoke of a ñnatural historyò here (Coser 1971, 

362)
29

. However, philosophers of intersubjectivity later complained that this is a conceptual 

ñdualismò (Schubert 2010: 91f.; cf. Joas 1992, 47f. Lindner 2000, 223f.). I would like to 
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 Peirce and James were open to mysticism, too (Prier 2008). 
28

To quote the order of chapters in Burgess/Park 1921, cf. Coser 1971, 359f. 
29

To readers of Walter Benjamin this sounds familiar. Probably the link is Wilhelm Windelband, with whom 
Park wrote his Dissertation in 1905. 



CHRISTOPH HENNING                                                                         NATURALISTIC VALUES AND PROGRESSIVE POLITICS 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

ISSN: 2036-4091 2012, IV, 1 

 98 

 

defend the sociological scholars against this Hegelian pressure to achieve reconciliation at a 

conceptual level already. If the problem is real, we only achieve progress if we 

acknowledge the problem first, and as clearly as possible. Otherwise, if our theory is seek-

ing harmony from the start, we end up criticizing the critics instead of the problem. 

This difference in locating nature theoretically also has an important impact on the 

range of individuality a theory can afford. In the second ï sociological ï interpretation 

where nature extends into society, we have a clear view on the Hobbesian dimension in so-

ciety (without necessarily totalizing it, which would lead to Sumners laissez-fairism). As 

we saw, this creates some philosophical discomfort, since conceptual unity can not be 

achieved so easily. However, for the image of the individual this means that he or she is 

never fully under ñsocial controlò. Apart from all their entanglements with society, they 

remain an autonomous actor, a potential troublemaker ï a nonconformist who is able to use 

his different roles (ñmasksò) strategically. This qualitative individualism was one of the 

main topics of the Chicago school: only to mention the unadjusted girl, the Hobo, or the 

ñmarginal manò. For W.I. Thomas, for example, exactly this constant infighting was the 

object of sociological investigation:  

 
There is, of course, no pre-existing harmony whatsoever between the individual and the 

social factors of personal evolution, and the fundamental tendencies of the individual are 

always in some disaccordance with the fundamental tendencies of social control. Personal 

evolution is always a struggle between the individual and society ï a struggle for self-

expression on the part of the individual, for his subjection on the part of society (Thomas 

1951: 164, written 1918).  

 

Now if a theory is overly intersubjectivist, it looses sight of this very fact; and with this, 

it ceases to be a critical theory (Whitebook 2001). This is the second crucial difference be-

tween pragmatism and Chicago sociology: for the latter, individuals are social entities who 

also have their own, partly anti-social drives; for pragmatists and neopragmatist social phi-

losophers, however, everything is ñalways alreadyò intersubjective ï or at least it should be. 

This makes these theories rather smooth.
30

 Whereas the sociologist Albion Small stated: 

ñAll social factors are combinations of individual factsò (Small 1905: 3), the philosopher 

G.H. Mead argued against Smallôs fundamental ñinterestsò. They were ï which comes as 

no surprise ï not social enough (Small 1905: 472). To Mead, even individual desires were 

socially constituted. However, this uplifting sociality was a philosophical idea, not social 

reality as experienced by normal people and investigated by the social sciences. Where 

Mead mentioned society, he talked about an ñidealò that resembled spiritual community; 

and the ñGreat Communityò Dewey invoked was wishful thinking, at best. Not without iro-

ny, therefore, could the cultural critic John Patrick Diggins claim that even in modern 

American literature there was more social knowledge then in this ósociological imagina-

tionô
31

: 

 
One can read almost the whole corpus of the literature of the ólost generationô as a coun-

tercurrent to modern sociology. óPrimary groupô associations hardly seemed nurturing to 

Sinclair Lewis, Sherwood Anderson, and other novelists in flight from small-town life; 

technology and organization, the inventions of the modern industrial age that Cooley 

looked to to revitalize óface to faceô relationships, led John Dos Passos to depict in the 

                                                           
30

 Axel Honneths latest book from 2011 is an example for this tendency.  
31

 For the relationship of literature to sociology see Lepenies 1985. 
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very structure of his narration the facelessness and homelessness of the modern condition 

(Diggins 1994: 377). 

 

Even conservative Diggins was troubled by the loss of critical perspective that came as 

a price for Deweyôs premature conceptual reconciliation: 

 
Dewey used the institution of ómarriageô as an example of how óunionô with others brings 

new levels of awareness and responsibilities. A curious example. Contemporary 

playrights like Eugene OôNeill saw the family as a sick institution of mendacious dia-

logues, repressed thoughts, ironic confrontations, hidden meanings, and neurotic personal-

ities. ... And where Henry Adams had traced the disintegration of unifying principles to 

the eclipse of classical values at the birth of the republic, Dewey claimed that óAmerican 

democratic polity was developed out of genuine community lifeô (Diggins 1994: 300f., 

citing Dewey LW 2: 304). 
 

The real irony is that while Dewey and Mead saw social interaction as the answer to pri-

vate individualism, Scottish philosophers saw the social self as the basis for the rise of 

modern capitalism. é Dewey believed that pragmatism had extirpated dualism for good, 

dissolved into social relations every absolute, and demonstrated how truth can be made 

and values created when desire experiences satisfaction. So did capitalism (Diggins 1994: 

379). 

 

Not by chance did Diggins (1994: 381) invoke Lionel Trillings Opposing Self: ñthat one 

may live a real life apart from the group, that one may exist as an actual person not only at 

the center of society but on its margingsò (Trilling 1956: 107) ï this was at risk in an over-

inclusive intersubjectivism. So the conceptual strategy proves to have a tremendous impact. 

Ironically, besides departing pragmatism from contemporary sociology, it also broke with 

the pragmatic creed when it came to politics. As discussed above, the road of reform was a 

ñthird wayò between revolutionary and conservative strategies. If taken by heart, a pragmat-

ic politics could only test by ñexperimentò which strategy would work best. Mead and 

Dewey, however, stopped short of this when it came to politics: 

 
the limits the Chicago pragmatists put on social reconstruction belied the democratic prin-

ciples they simultaneously espousedé. The Chicago philosophers advocated self-

expression but believed it should follow a gradually progressive evolution from less to 

more rational social organization. If radical impulse played an increasingly important role, 

it did so within the confines of conservative habit and constructive working hypothesis 

(Feffer 1993: 180). 

 

Joas directs a similar criticism at Mead himself: where Mead talks about society and 

politics, he ceases to be a pragmatist and comes up with ñutopianò notions how people 

should behave in society, regardless of context (Joas 1980: 207f.). This leaves us with the 

irony that even G.H. Mead, the master-thinker for the ñsociological pragmatismò developed 

by Juergen Habermas, Axel Honneth and Hans Joas himself, was neither sociological nor 

pragmatistic enough. Something similar may be claimed for Dewey
32

. Even in Thomasô ty-

pology of the Bohemian, the Philistine and the creative man it is clear from the start ówho 

winsô: the creative man, role model for the piecemeal-approach of progressive reformism, 

                                                           
32

 For Diggins 2005, Dewey ceased to be a pragmatist when it came to democracy: It was no longer an ñend in 
viewò that could be falsified by future experience; it was as firmly based and deeply rooted in human life as any-
thing has ever been in traditional philosophy. 
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is of course superior to the blind revolutionary furore and the phlegmatic conservatism 

(Thomas 1951: 161, written 1918; cf. MW 14: 156). 

The aim of this paper was to show the common ground between pragmatism and social 

theory. Hence, I do not want to overstress these differences. The philosophy of Dewey still 

has a lot to offer, especially when it is read in a way that transcends the historical context. 

An ñopposing selfò which neither finds support in a current culture, nor in given types of 

subjectivity, may still find normative resources in referring to its own nature, as described 

in Deweyôs philosophy. This naturalistic non-conformism may also be found in Mead, 

Thomas, or Park. Therefore, my suggestion is that the next round of re-reading pragmatism 

(including the Chicago School) will have to rediscover another dimension beneath the top-

ics of contingency and intersubjectivity: namely their moral perfectionism, the sophisticated 

ethical anthropology. Especially normative theories of recognition have read Dewey too 

much as a conformist
33

. In part, this is a correct representation of what is there in Dewey. 

But in part it is also an unnecessarily purificatory reading. 

Outlook: Pragmatism and Critical Theory On Politics 

Contrary to the neo-pragmatistic understanding, I do not believe that pragmatist ethics 

are necessarily post-foundational. It would be a misreading that pragmatism only has to of-

fer an experimental method and a situationist ethics (letôs see what helps best in every sin-

gle case). There is much more to discover. Dewey, in particular, should be read as a óCriti-

cal theoristô of his own kind. Especially with the stress on habits, already prominent in both 

Hume and James (1890), but essentially an Aristotelian ethical term, progressivist writers 

developed an early exponent of modern perfectionism or Neo-Aristotelianism as later artic-

ulated in Martha Nussbaum and others. Following Derek Parfit, today those theories are 

called ñobjective listò theories of happiness. In the social forces-approach of Ward, Small, 

and Thomas we indeed found such objective lists. Consequently, progressivist social theory 

needs to be reconstructed neither from a Darwinian nor from a Kantian, but from an Aristo-

telian perspective (Chugerman 1939; Henning 2010).  

However, the link of pragmatism to politics seems to be a complicated issue, so will 

touch it one more time. We have seen that Deweyôs and Meadôs politics were not fully in 

line with their philosophy. Joas attributed this to an inconsistent translation into sociolo-

gy.
34

 The social theory of the day itself had, or so I argued, developed a more consistent 

way of allowing for naturalistic arguments in social theory. However, due to their profes-

sionalization they ceased to forge bridges to politics; leaving it to politicians to draw the 

conclusions. How to get from naturalistic values to progressive politics remains an open 

question. Would they have lead to a different political agenda, with more experimentalism 

in politics? Consider Deweyôs relation to socialism. Karl Marx had developed a radical po-

litical theory that was based not only on his economic theory, but also on naturalistic values 

quite similar to the ones guiding progressivism; only to mention the ethos of self-realization 

by way of creative activity or the communal self-governance, including ñindustrial democ-

racyò; a goal Dewey and Mead basically shared (fn. 7). Why, then, did pragmatists not em-

brace Socialism (as one of the main ñEuropean social theoriesò) more openly?  

                                                           
33

 A wish for recognition was already present in Thomasô four wishes, but only as one among many. Since it 
is based on social distinction, it has rather anti-social effects (sometimes bordering on neurosis, see Horney 1937). 
So looking back at these debates may help contemporary theory to resharpen its critical teeth. 

34
 Remember that Karl Marx had claimed philosophy needed to be overturned (into science) and realized (into 

practice; the German terms are ñaufhebenò and ñverwirklichenò).  
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Applying pragmatism to this question gives a surprising answer: it was not due to a dif-

ference in principle, for neither pragmatism nor Marxism dealt with principles that much. In 

fact, both schools aimed to think in a more mundane way, analyzing facts and guiding ac-

tion without descending into scholastic debates. The answer rather lies in the situation. In 

the late 1930s, the situation of the day, especially within the leftist New York intellectual 

scene, was already one of a growing ï but painful ï disentanglement from Stalinôs Russia 

in the 1930s. Nevertheless, Frankfurt School theorists attacked pragmatism as ñpositiv-

isticò, again implying that it was not political and ósocial enoughô. Either this contextualiza-

tion had completely escaped the Horkheimer circle (as had the debates about Hegel, Marx, 

and Lenin between Eastman and Hook)
35

, or their own ñpolitical alignmentò was very ques-

tionable, as Joas (1992: 104) implies. So in retrospective Sidney Hook (ñDeweyôs bulldogò, 

who rushed to defend pragmatism) has clearly won this encounter. His strong link of sci-

ence and practice allowed him a clear stand not only in theory, but also in politics; e.g. to-

wards communism ï a topic avoided by Critical theory for a long time. Hook was aiming at 

a social theory both critical and pragmatic. He had already lost his Hegelian spillovers due 

to an earlier encounter with Max Eastman, another former student of Dewey. For years 

Eastman and Hook had quarreled in public about the proper way to apply pragmatism to 

Marxism, and both of them to politics. Both had tried to draw Dewey into Marxism, with-

out much success (at least, he helped defending Trotzky). Ironically, both of them became 

decisive Cold War-Anticommunists some years later. In any case, this confrontation be-

tween two of the most influential schools of social theory ï pragmatism and Critical Theory 

ï has certainly not contributed to solving the question how natural values could be applied 

to politics
36

. It could only be answered with respect to a concrete situation. 

Therefore, this questions remains to be asked today. It is no coincidence that many of 

the progressive topics resurface today ï human sympathy in the new moral sentimentalism, 

the larger mind in phenomenological theories of we-intentionality, and progress in the ef-

forts to ódirectô an unregulated global capitalism. Currently evolutionary psychologists 

again argue in favor of empathy and cooperation, against ideologies trying to naturalize the 

market egoism of contemporary capitalism (Tomasello 2009, de Waal 2010). The sugges-

tion I made in this article is that in order to ask these questions anew, it is desirable to re-

consider the theory of naturalistic values implicit in the progressive movement, including 

Dewey, but also including American sociologists preceding the Chicago school. Many ar-

guments pragmatists have made can be found there already, in a way that was less sophisti-

cated, but more open to real life situations than Dewey and Mead were in some of their 

writings. 

                                                           
35

 Hooks debates with Eastman are described by Diggins (1975: 51ff.; 1992: 158ff.) and Phelps (1997: 38ff., 
96ff.); Hooks encounter with Horkheimer by Dahms (1994: 191ff.) and Wheatland (2009: 97ff.). 

36
 Despite obvious parallels, especially between Marcuse and Dewey. Marcuse had actually read Dewey and 

even contributed some reviews (see Dahms 1994). 
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Frederic R. Kellogg*  

American Pragmatism and European Social Theory: Holmes, Durkheim, Scheler, and the 

Sociology of Legal Knowledge 

Abstract. Max Scheler followed American pragmatism in viewing knowledge as residing 

in concrete human acts, and both emphasized the role of social or community inquiry. 

How, given this insight, is knowledge to be understood? The answer must be sought with-

in specific realms of inquiry, like science, where a sociology of scientific knowledge has 

emerged in the wake of Kuhnôs Structure of Scientific Revolutions. What about law, if 

seen as another form of community inquiry? We may find a sociology of legal knowledge 

implicit in the work of pragmatismôs classical legal theorist, Oliver Wendell Holmes 

Jr.Unlike Durkheim, Holmes does not hold that categories of thought reflect features of 

group organization and social solidarity. The nature and modes of legal classification 

emerge against a historical background from resolution of conflicts among disparate in-

terests. Holmesôs model is more skeptical of progress than Schelerôs, but accepts a role 

for meliorative intelligence in revising embedded habits and paradigms. 

Kenneth Stikkers has illuminated the convergence between Max Schelerôs phenomeno-

logical sociology and a central theme of nineteenth century American pragmatism: their 

joint break from both Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy through the insight that 

knowledge neither precedes our experience of things (ideae ante res), as in Platonic ideal-

ism, nor follows from experience in an empirical correspondence with an objective world, 

the Aristotelean model (ideae post res). Scheler followed American pragmatismôs insight 

that knowledge resides in concrete human acts (ideae cum rebus), where it becomes func-

tionalized. Chicago pragmatists, in turn, recognized the importance of Schelerôs pioneering 

statement of the ñsociology of knowledge,ò and its commonality with pragmatismôs empha-

sis on community inquiry. (Stikkers 2009: 80-82) 

 How, given this insight, is knowledge to be understood? Two features stand out in the 

functional model that are hidden by the classical Platonic and Aristotelean approaches: the 

dynamic and changing nature of knowledge and its products, and their intimate connection 

with human conduct and experience. Both of these are obscured by synchronic tendencies 

of analytical theory, and have been brought to light within specific realms of inquiry, as in 

contemporary science studies, where a burgeoning but controversial ñsociology of scientific 

knowledgeò has emerged in the wake of Kuhnôs Structure of Scientific Revolutions (see 

Barnes et al. 1996).  

 Stikkers recounts the influence of the pragmatist William James on the German scholars 

Wilhelm Jerusalem and Max Scheler, and notes that Charles Peirce had already suggested, 

prior to Dilthey and Durkheim and without any apparent benefit from the insights of Marx, 

that the forms of human knowing are fundamentally forms of social life, without reducing 

the latter to the forms of economic life. This radically naturalist insight became central to 

early writings in the sociology of knowledge, and has influenced post-Kuhnian science 

studies.  

                                                           
* The George Washington University [frederickellogg@cd.com]. 



FREDERIC R. KELLOGG            AMERICAN PRAGMATISM AND EUROPEAN SOCIAL THEORY 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

ISSN: 2036-4091 2012, IV, 1 

 108 

 

 What about law, if indeed it can be seen as another form of community inquiry? Given 

the convergence of American pragmatism and this strain of European social theory, it 

should not be surprising to find something comparable to a sociology of legal knowledge in 

the work of pragmatismôs classical legal theorist, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. Pragmatism 

grew out of the Metaphysical Club, and it is well known that half of the original members 

of the Metaphysical Club were lawyers.  

Bruce Kuklick and others have recounted the common influences on all the members of 

the Club such that we might expect parallels in the conception of law (Kuklick 1977; Kel-

logg 2007). I will focus here on the early writings of O.W. Holmes Jr. Holmes is conven-

tionally interpreted principally as a forerunner of empirical legal realism. I suggest that his 

pre-judicial writings sketched the outline of a socialized epistemology of law, and an evolu-

tionary formation and maintenance of legal rules and concepts.  

I. The Unlikely Comparison of Holmes and Durkheim 

In 1899, two years before the publication of Emile Durkheim and Marcel Maussôs 

Primitive Classification, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. made the following comment in an ad-

dress later published as ñLaw in Science and Science in Lawò: 

It is perfectly proper to regard and study the law simply as a great anthropological document. 

It is proper to resort to it to discover what ideals of society have been strong enough to reach 

that final form of expression, or what have been the changes in dominant ideals from century 

to century. It is proper to study it as an exercise in the morphology and transformation of hu-

man ideas (1899: 212). 

This extraordinary passage, emphasizing ñmorphologyò over the dominance of fixed 

analytical and conceptual theories of law, reflects research twenty-five years earlier, in the 

period 1873-6, when Holmes turned from an earlier influential version of analytical juris-

prudence (the Lectures in Jurisprudence of John Austin) to writings on legal history, an-

thropology and primitive culture, to consolidate a theory of legal transformation.  

In an 1876 essay, ñPrimitive Notions in Modern Lawò (1876), Holmes observed that 

many of the rights and duties recognized in Anglo-American law were ñsurvivalsò of ñthe 

primitive notion, that liability attached directly to the thing doing the damage.ò Moreover, 

ñthe various considerations of policy which are not infrequently supposed to have estab-

lished these doctrines, have, in fact, been invented at a later period to account for what was 

already thereïa process familiar to all students of historyò (1876: 423). He would go on to 

apply this insight to an account of case-by-case ñgrowthò of legal liability, eventually ex-

tending it to all areas of law. Thereafter he drew on this transformational scheme for in-

sights into developing legal doctrine throughout his influential judicial career (Kellogg 

2007: 118-56). 

In comparison, Durkheim and Mauss asked, in Primitive Classification, the more gen-

eral question, ñ[W]hat leads men to classify?ò. For them it seemed that the answer lay in 

the most rudimentary forms of organization in the development of society. They concluded 

that ñ[T]he first logical categories were social categories; the first classes of things were 

classes of men, into which these things were integrated. It was because men were grouped, 

and thought of themselves in the form of groups, that in their ideas they grouped other 

things, and in the beginning the two modes of grouping were merged to the point of being 

indistinctò (1963: 82-3). òThus the history of scientific classification is, in the last analysis, 
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the history of the stages by which this element of social affectivity has progressively weak-

ened, leaving more and more room for the reflective thought of individuals. But it is not the 

case that these remote influences which we have just studied have ceased to be felt today. 

They have left behind them an effect which survives and which is always present; in it is 

the very cadre of all classification, it is the ensemble of mental habits by virtue of which we 

conceive things and facts in the form of coordinated or hierarchized groupsò (88). 

While for the past century the intellectual legacies of Holmes and Durkheim have occu-

pied separate academic worlds, both drew a similar demarcation between what they saw as 

a primitive ñaffectiveò stage of civilization and a modern ñrationalò stage, while insisting 

on the continuing influence of the former upon the latter, itself incrementally transformed 

by increasingly ñreflectiveò intelligence. Thus there are common elements in both: trans-

formational change with surviving vestigial elements, suffusing logical method and under-

mining logical essentialism, the bedrock of analytical thinking. For both, a community- or 

society-focused historical process is at the root of the existence and management of ordered 

conceptions. For both also, the ongoing role of classification in human intelligence is a fun-

damental concern. The main difference is that Durkheim and Mauss set out to discover the 

origins of human classification in general, finding them in social structure and the evolving 

nature of solidarity, while Holmesôs interest was drawn to its operation in Anglo-American 

law.  

In that sense Holmes began his study of legal classification in medias res, focusing on 

his own 19
th
 century context. Having in 1869 taken over the editorship and revision of the 

principal American legal encyclopedia, Kentôs Commentaries on American Law, he 

equipped himself to compare the varieties of developing legal doctrine with the recent and 

influential analytical system of John Austinôs Lectures in Jurisprudence, published in Lon-

don in 1861. The Lectures first came to his attention as he left Harvard College to join the 

Union Army at the onset of the American Civil War. His focus on Austin continued after 

returning to Cambridge in 1864, where he attended Harvard Law School, engaged in philo-

sophical discussions with his peers, became the editor of Kentôs Commentaries, and wrote 

critical and formative essays for the American Law Review. 

By 1876-7 he had been drawn into the examination of legal history and early culture 

and institutions, ñto prove the historical truth of a general result, arrived at analytically . . . 

five years agoò (1877: 641). That result involved a reconsideration of the Austinian project 

of universal classification and it is intimately connected with his famous opening line in 

The Common Law: ñthe life of the law has not been logic, it has been experience.ò This 

turning point is fundamental to understanding his thought and career.  

From introductory courses on jurisprudence, American law students are still familiar 

with Austinôs famous command definition of law. Less familiar is the detailed character of 

Austinôs Lectures, embodying an attempt to establish a universal arrangement of law, 

which he outlined as a system of rights (Austin 1861). Holmes first explored this thesis by 

advancing an alternative system based on the concept of duty (1870). An intensive compar-

ison of categories with cases, extending over several years, eventually led to rejection both 

of Austinôs command definition and his logical arrangement of law as a system of rights, 

and indeed of any universal analytical scheme. 

This highlighted the questionðprompted by his observations of the continuing influ-

ence of historical anomaliesðof how the ordered hierarchies of legal classification and 

their manifestation in a structured system are arrived at. Looking at the process of change 

within the existing system, and in the context of a course taught to Harvard undergraduates, 
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Holmes characterized his own definition of law as ñpredictionò of judicial decisions (1872: 

92).  

After his general study of classification with Mauss, Durkheim would later move more 

specifically to law. In The Division of Labor in Society (1933) he hypothesized an evolution 

of diminishing reliance on criminal in favor of civil forms of legal liability and procedure, 

and interpreted this as supporting the thesis of transformation from ñmechanicalò to ñorgan-

icò social solidarity. Durkheim now distinguished criminal and civil liability as reflecting 

distinct forms of social solidarity. Holmes, immersed in the case-law of his revision of 

Kentôs Commentaries, would instead bring the two forms together in a uniform theory of 

criminal and civil liability.  

Holmes would characterize historical change (he avoided the term ñevolutionò) as hav-

ing universally transformed standards of legal liability from ñmoralò to ñexternal,ò intend-

ing by these terms to highlight the gradual de-emphasis of an element of subjective blame 

rooted in primitive revenge. Equally important, he saw the actual process of transfor-

mationðand here lies his insight into the cumulative mechanism of legal classificationð

rooted in the response of legal institutions to ongoing social conflict. It would inform both 

his thought and later judicial practice. 

The legal sociologist Roger Cotterrell has illuminated the continuing influence of Durk-

heim on socio-legal studies and social theory in general (2010a). We might compare this to 

the relative lack of influence, or even interest, in Holmesôs transformational theory. Over 

the years since his death Holmes has rarely been mentioned among accounts of socio-legal 

theory or legal sociology. He is missing from Peter Steinôs overview of Theories of Legal 

Evolution: the Story of an Idea (1980), as well as from Alan Watsonôs The Evolution of 

Law (1985) and Norbert Roulandôs, Legal Anthropology (1994). While his theory of liabil-

ity qualifies as a contribution to legal anthropology, it is not widely recognized as such.  

This has obscured the contemporary relevance of Holmesôs 1899 comment on the law 

as ña great anthropological document,ò worthy of study ñas an exercise in the morphology 

and transformation of human ideasò. The remark suggests that, with Durkheim (Cotterrell 

2010b: 4), he saw the development of law as illuminating basic moral concerns. His recog-

nition of a deep influence of conflict, and the survivals of a primitive past, puts a somewhat 

darker cast on the prospects of society than the visions of his contemporaries Peirce and 

James. While he is considerably less optimistic than Durkheim about reform, he came to 

recognize a place for meliorative intelligence in the common law that would gain the inter-

est of John Dewey. 

Nevertheless, Holmes is conventionally interpreted as a legal positivist and as a fore-

runner of legal realism. Early twentieth century legal realism was influenced by then con-

temporary social and behavioral science. It emphasized legal reform, motivated by a reac-

tion against the false certainty of ñformalistò and ñmechanicalò jurisprudence (see White 

1984, 1986). As noted, Holmes (1872a: 92) had defined law as prediction of what courts 

will decide and enforce, which was too readily identified with judicial behaviorism or in-

strumentalism. In essence, it was entirely different.  

Critical evidence is found in two formative papers that Holmes wrote in the 1870s. In 

the first (1870), he notes that Anglo-American common law ñdecides the case first and de-

termines the principle afterwards,ò in a process of gradual cumulative classification and 

generalization that he called ñsuccessive approximationò. He cautions here against judges 

giving premature reasons in deciding unfamiliar cases, and advocates highly particularized 

decisions in the early stage of inquiry into new classes of dispute. The judge should simply 

apply a standard of prudence or the foreseeability of harm under novel conditions.  
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Citing a comment by Lord Chief Justice Mansfield, Holmes drew on John Stuart Millôs 

criticism of the syllogism, which Mill (citing the same comment) saw as reasoning not from 

general to particular but from ñparticulars to particularsò. In his famous System of Logic 

(1843), which Holmes read in 1867, Mill declared that the general is simply used as a 

guide. But for Holmes in 1870, the relevant general cannot be used as a guide for new par-

ticulars, because it does not yet exist. How does it come to be? As new problems arise and 

new disputes are decided, gradually a pattern emerges. ñIt is only after a series of determi-

nations on the same subject-matter, that it becomes necessary to óreconcile the cases,ô as it 

is called, that is, by a true induction to state the principle which has until then been obscure-

ly felt. And this statement is often modified more than once by new decisions before the 

abstracted general rule takes its final shape. A well settled legal doctrine embodies the work 

of many minds, and has been tested in form as well as substance by trained critics whose 

practical interest it is to resist it at every stepò (1870: 1).  

This conception is open to the recognition that legal generalization is influenced by 

feedback from and adjustment within society. In later essays Holmes makes it plain that he 

drew on the reliance of 19th century courts upon jury decisions for deriving, in successive 

judgments, the applicable standards of care in a given jurisdiction for a particular form of 

tort liability. (Holmes 1873; Kellogg 2007: 98, 161). These early observationsðmade in 

the period during which he was still considering Austinôs universal analytical taxonomiesð

already lead away from the path that analytical legal theory followed toward conceptual ju-

risprudence in the twentieth century, and instead toward a focus like that of Julius Stone on 

the influence of social factors and the relevance of precedent to a system of incremental le-

gal classification (Stone 1985). Despite the association of Holmes with legal realism, they 

also lead less toward judicial behaviorism and more toward a sociology of legal knowledge, 

acknowledging the social context that connects the formation of legal rules and principles 

directly with resolution of clashing patterns of conduct. This emphasis on conflict over sol-

idarity further distinguishes Holmes from Durkheimôs approach to the source and morphol-

ogy of concepts within the legal system, if not within society itself.  

The early Holmes essays suggest a distinctive vision of the 19
th
 century common law 

process, whereby normative inquiry, and normative knowledge, begins with disturbances in 

the social fabric channeled into systematized and participatory dispute resolution. It was 

participatory in that Holmes gave the jury a critical role in this picture and recognized the 

influence of discrete geographical communities on the formation of variations in the gen-

eral standards of liability (Holmes 1872: 119). Thus, the repeated ñseries of determinationsò 

was in actual practice an accumulation of judgments in matters to which the courts were 

open as a matter of jurisdiction, coming in under categories of liability defined by the 

pleadings, which assigned legal claims a preliminary form of classification. Thereafter they 

gained further juridical characteristics by reason of successive judgments for or against the 

injured parties, which were cumulatively organized as judges and scholars ñreconciled the 

cases.ò 

To illustrate, we may take an example of liability for damage resulting from a collision 

of ships under sail. With the vagaries of wind and tide, repeated collisions brought ship 

owners into the courts claiming money for loss of cargo and damage. We might envisage a 

detailed account unfolding in the courtroom of how two ships collided, perhaps at night. 

When did one crew see the other ship, what did the crew do then? Sailing is tricky and 

complicated, and in the absence of a clear error, we may assume a fair hearing so that the 

judgment goes against the vessel that, perhaps on a slight preponderance of the evidence, 
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appeared least prudent under the circumstances. Can we fairly say the early case was decid-

ed by a rule of law? 

Over time, similar collisions occur and prudent practices develop to the point where the 

courts can and will say, yes, this ship or that was burdened and failed to display a certain 

light or post a lookout or douse a certain sail to avoid the collision. An illustration of this 

might be the display of colored lights on ships at night, identifying sailing ships, anchored 

ships, tugboats, barges. Their first introduction presumably led to cautionary practices and 

thence to legal standards and rules. Thus does the class of ñcollision casesò develop into 

general standards and rules, over time. We should note the participation of multiple com-

munities of actors, sailors and ship owners as well as lawyers, judges, juries, scholars, and 

legislators. 

Under this scenario, legal normativity emerges as a web or network of standards stem-

ming from disparate practices and woven together by professionals whose mission it is to 

impose coherence, predictability, and consistency. This is not, I hasten to say, a precise his-

torical account, but rather a rough simulation drawn from the early essays by Holmes, 

which in turn is the product of several influences: a close study of 19th century English and 

American cases, broad reading in philosophy as well as law, an attitude toward knowledge 

shared with his friends in and around the Metaphysical Club, and the influences on them 

from the Scottish Enlightenment, applied to their readings of Kant, Hegel, and Darwin. This 

mix of influences has been said to have led pragmatism toward a radically naturalized read-

ing of Kant and Hegel. (Margolis 2010) 

You may see elements of a Darwinized Hegel in Holmesôs approach to rule-making, in-

fluenced perhaps by another member of the Club (and his only admitted mentor) Chauncey 

Wright, who in 1873 published an influential essay ñThe Evolution of Self-Consciousness,ò 

written at the encouragement of no less than Charles Darwin himself. Holmes appears to 

have absorbed Wrightôs attitude, and he took it in a different direction, toward the devel-

opment of legal intelligence, as part of a socialized ordering process. And now we can 

sense what he implied in defining law as prediction of what courts will do. Law is not an 

already-set system of rules with a preexisting answer for every new case. It is a constantly 

developing system of classification, influenced by multiple communities of inquiry. 

Three years later Holmes wrote another important essay (1873). Here he addressed the 

issue of cases that arise in the context of conflicting authorities. Legal cases reaching the 

appellate stage emerge within an elaborate context of preexisting law. The more difficult 

cases appear uncertainly placed between two (or more) opposing precedents or general 

principles. An example in the 1873 essay is the conflict of nuisance with property rights, as 

in disputes between neighboring landowners over the placement and height of a wall. Upon 

repeated instances, in the absence of local legislation, the courts eventually work out a for-

mula for placement and height. Thus are opposing generals reconciled over time, again 

through fallibilist inquiry. Holmes had by now moved a considerable distance from Aus-

tinôs analytical approach. 

Analytical theory in jurisprudence has viewed law as an authoritative and comprehen-

sive body of doctrine. The assumption that it is comprehensive is disturbed by the persistent 

difficulty of close or ñhardò cases. Thus the analytical attitude gives rise to skepticism; the 

difficulty is seen as a deficiency residing in the body of doctrine itself, or in the lawôs ñna-

ture.ò Many legal realists went to the opposite extreme in seeing uncertain cases as ñlegally 

indeterminateò. The idea of indeterminacy invites the explanation of judicial behaviorism 

or instrumentalismðlaw is the sum of subjective influences on judges, or their immediate 
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sense of the ñbestò consequences. It also opens the conversation to the presumptive legiti-

mate judicial appeal to ñmoralò or ñfundamentalò principles. 

In the problem of the doubtful or difficult case we find the distinctiveness of Holmesôs 

theory of law. Holmes sees the doubtful case as a stage of inquiry and classification. In his 

1873 essay, Holmes elucidated an alternative to the analytical model. In the doubtful case, 

opposing generals are not reconciled either by analytical logic or judicial behaviorism or 

instrumentalism, but again by a social process of experimental, successive approximation. 

He applied the earlier cumulative model of 1870 to the problem of resolution of conflicts 

among rules and precedents. Again, his approach was, ñparticularize first, generalize later.ò 

Here is the key passage: 

 
The growth of the law is very apt to take place in this way: Two widely different cases 

suggest a general distinction, which is a clear one when stated broadly. But as new cases 

cluster around the opposite poles, and begin to approach each other, the distinction be-

comes more difficult to trace; the determinations are made one way or the other on a very 

slight preponderance of feeling, rather than on articulate reason; and at last a mathemati-

cal line is arrived at by the contact of contrary decisions, which is so far arbitrary that it 

might equally well have been drawn a little further to the one side or the other. (1873: 

654) 

 
Holmes suggests here a process whereby new experience falls into a grey area between 

existing generals, eventually revealing a new pattern which he describes as a ñline,ò ulti-

mately refining or redefining the generals themselves. 

Given the historical background that drew his attention in 1876, the context within 

which new cases arrive is yet more complex. Holmesôs account of the survivals of primitive 

vengeance was drawn from contemporary law. In his ñPrimitive Notions in Modern Lawò 

(1876), Anglo-American maritime or admiralty law offered an example of the phenomenon 

of ñsurvivals,ò in particular of ñthe primitive notion, that liability attached directly to the 

thing doing the damageò. The aggrieved ship owner whose own ship suffered damage in a 

collision could not recover more than the value of the defendantôs own vessel. Holmes saw 

this as influencing later rationales for the limitation of liability, observing that ñthe various 

considerations of policy which are not infrequently supposed to have established these doc-

trines, have, in fact, been invented at a later period to account for what was already thereïa 

process familiar to all students of history.ò (1876: 423) 

 Contemporary Law.  

Do rules of law still emerge from meandering patterns of individual judgments, as 

Holmes suggested 140 years ago, or is everything handled by legislation and administrative 

rulemaking? How about a new problem like assisted suicide? This class of dispute started 

out as a series of criminal prosecutions of doctors for murder, until the opposing claim of 

patient autonomy got some traction, from constitutional language, applied to changing med-

ical circumstances. The problem soon found its way to the appellate courts. In 1999 Profes-

sor Cass Sunstein wrote a book called A Case at a Time: Judicial Minimalism on the Su-

preme Court, in which he cautioned the same thing as Holmes did in 1870: decide the cases 

one at a time, itôs often premature to lay down a sweeping general rule. Ultimately, we may 

need legislation, but even that canôt come too soon, before the exploratory stage, which in-

cludes a process of feedback and adjustment from non-lawyers. Legislation is itself a stage 

in the process of inquiry. 
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An implication of this is to qualify the classical model of democratic social choice, fa-

mously criticized by Kenneth Arrow. Social choice through law is ongoing outside the elec-

toral cycle, for good or ill, in the process of conflict resolution, influenced by feedback 

from relevant communities. As with assisted suicide, each successive decision may respond 

to feedback from diverse communities of interest, including medical, legal, and academic 

professionals, senior citizens, lobbying groups, and so on. Decisions are also influenced by 

social adjustment and the adoption of new practices, from medical procedures to living 

wills.  

What are the key elements here? 1. We are looking at legal cases not singly, as raising 

an isolated question of existing law against a synchronic analytical background, but as stag-

es of inquiry into social problems, and against a diachronic background. 2. Notwithstanding 

the role of ñgreat judges,ò the guiding intelligence is not individual but socialðhence it im-

plies a socialized epistemology of legal rules and concepts. 3. Inquiry itself is generated not 

solely by pure dispassionate analysis, but also by the urgency of conflict and the need for 

resolution; the legal ñconversationò is messier than any ideal model of dialogue. 4. Inquiry 

takes place in a context of preexisting generals to which legal institutions look back even 

while plotting new cases in relation to them. 5. The judicial role of comparing and con-

trasting can be viewed as an incremental and cumulative line-drawing, influenced by many 

factors over time. 6. Judges are members of a community of inquiry, but acting within a 

network of other communities, both expert and lay. 7. The interaction between disparate 

communities operates during the line-drawing process as a ñfeedback loopò from judicial 

decisions to their effects, which feeds new experience into the judicial system.  

 Contemporary science studies 

These elements outline a view of law, albeit one drawn from Anglo-American experi-

ence, as both a process of social inquiry and a specialized system of classification. A com-

parable view of the development of natural science has become increasingly evident since 

the appearance in 1962 of Thomas Kuhnôs Structure of Scientific Revolutionsðalthough 

Ludwik Fleckôs Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact had already offered such a 

view in 1935. In their book Scientific Knowledge: A Sociological Analysis (1996), leading 

representatives of the ñEdinburgh Schoolò of science studies outline an approach to con-

temporary science as another specialized, moving system of classification (46-80). Scien-

tific research responds to social problems; its major figures draw more heavily on research 

traditions than on brilliant insights; it often involves conflicts among separate research tra-

ditions, and seemingly incommensurable principles, like the notions of particle versus flux 

in electricity; experiments can be seen as exercises in classification; and scientific theorists 

are members of a professional community of inquiry, acting within a network of other 

communities, both expert and lay (See e.g. Kellogg 2010). 

II. Scheler and the Sociology of Knowledge  

These observations concerning common law method, comparing early writings of Jus-

tice Holmes with themes of Emile Durkheim, and touching on recent studies of science, 

may seem far afield from Max Schelerôs wide-ranging interests and speculations. Neverthe-

less I suggest that they may be useful in filling out the notion of ñfunctionalized 

knowledge,ò which characterized both classical pragmatism and Schelerôs phenomenologi-
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cal sociology. It is in the exploration and comparison of concrete studies in disparate fields 

that any promise of a unified sociology of knowledge may lie. 

What precisely does it mean to speak of a sociology of knowledge, and hence of a soci-

ology of legal knowledge? The phrase has a different emphasis from the much-discussed 

sociology of law or (more generally) of ñsocio-legalò studies. Whereas the latter generally 

refer to diverse social science perspectives directed to the subject of law, whether as institu-

tion, system, practice, or history (Freeman 2006), the former would appear directed more 

toward the social component of the knowledge element, cognate with a similar study of 

knowledge in general. While the literature of socio-legal studies is vast and much of it rele-

vant to this topic, there is surprisingly little specific discussion of a sociology of legal 

knowledge. 

There is, however, a considerable literature on the general sociology of knowledge. 

While its first formulations are Schelerôs, its main influence may be owed to Karl Mann-

heim, in particular his Ideology and Utopia (1929), which was translated into English in 

1936 and found its way into American university curricula. Schelerôs work on the subject, 

in particular his essay ñProbleme einer Soziologie des Wissens,ò or ñProblems of a Sociol-

ogy of Knowledge,ò was not translated until 1980, by Manfred A. Frings. Both of these 

works in German were pioneering ventures into the subject, and both were highly specula-

tive, especially compared to Holmes, who of course did not consider his own research to be 

within any such field, as it had not yet been defined. 

That speculative nature caused problems of understanding on both sides of the Atlantic, 

which remain today. Critics have interpreted both Scheler and Mannheim as advancing a 

radical form of deflationary anti-foundationalism, reducing all thought to its social origins, 

regardless of a constraining world. Mannheim had cautiously defined the field as follows: 

ñThe principle thesis of the sociology of knowledge is that there are modes of thought 

which cannot be adequately understood as long as their social origins are obscured.ò (1936: 

2). In fairness to him, the relevance of social origins made but a modest demand on the al-

ready developing naturalism of western philosophy, already begun with Hume, Kant, and 

Hegel (Stikkers 2009: 67). But the main currents in western philosophy turned elsewhere. 

In the years following World War I, western philosophy sought a renewal of secure 

foundations in a turn toward rigorous reductive analysis. Analytical philosophy came to 

dominate American universities even as strains of ñpostmodernismò seeped in from Conti-

nental sources. The late resurgence of pragmatism in this context transformed the environ-

ment. Drawing on W.V.O. Quine and Donald Davidson, Richard Rorty made pragmatism 

fashionable among analytical philosophers, welcoming rigorous analysis into themes ex-

plored by James and Dewey, reconciling them with postmodern anti-foundationalism. The 

early emphasis on fallibilism, with its tentative, social, and experimental aspects, has been 

downplayed. 

Pragmatismôs post-Rorty renewal has scattered it in several directions, such that discus-

sion of a historic mission or essential insight may be impossible, nothwithstanding the hero-

ic efforts of pragmatists like Joseph Margolis to establish a contemporary position and chart 

a future course (2010). The widest gulf would seem to be that between the analytical ne-

opragmatism now carried forward by Robert Brandom and others influenced by Rorty, and 

the historicist, fallibilist tradition emergent from Peirce, James, and Dewey, the non-

analytical strain that influenced Scheler. This essay brings Holmes under the latter umbrel-

la, suggesting a connection with recent empirical and historical studies in the sociology of 

scientific knowledge. 
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With this purpose in mind, Kenneth Stikkersôs (2009) recent account of the early asso-

ciation of Scheler with American pragmatism, in the published proceedings of a conference 

on pragmatism and constructivism, is a welcome contribution. Stikkers had previously pub-

lished an introduction to Fringsôs translation in 1980 of Schelerôs ñProbleme einer Soziolo-

gie des Wissensò (1980). There, Scheler outlines its relation to a range of topics, including 

science, religion, politics, international relations, and other speculative themes of his phe-

nomenological sociology. Writings of the early pragmatists provided Scheler with an im-

portant resource for his systematic understanding of the post-war period of crisis and its 

global relevance. He credited pragmatism with disclosing the fundamental practical basis of 

knowledge and offering the first genuinely novel alternative to rationalist and empiricist 

epistemologies. Citing James, knowledge for Scheler was a function of the dynamic human 

creative interaction with the world; ideas do not merely report or mirror reality, but emerge 

within practical human engagement, and in doing so transform the world (James 1975: 104-

6). 

In his opening to ñProblems of a Sociology of Knowledge,ò Scheler summarized the 

overall context: 

 
The following studies have a limited goal. They are an attempt to point out the unity of a 

sociology of knowledge as a part of the sociology of culture, and above all to develop sys-

tematically the problems of such a science. . . . They attempt to bring about some system-

atic unity in the rhapsodic and disordered mass of problems at hand, some of which have 

already been taken up in detail by science and others only half met or barely suspected, 

problems posed by the fundamental fact of the social nature of knowledge and of its 

preservation and transmission, its methodical expansion and progress (Scheler 1980: 33). 

 
He went on to include within this ñthe relationship of the sociology of knowledge to the 

theory of the origin and validity of knowledge (epistemology and logic), to the genetic and 

psychological studies of knowledge as it evolves from brutes to man, from child to adult, 

from primitive to civilized man, from stage to stage within mature cultures,ò to ñthe posi-

tive history of various kinds of knowledgeò.  

Holmes, drawing on a common perspective with the early pragmatists, had already cast 

light on the social nature of legal inquiry, the origin of liability in revenge, and its genesis 

and transformation in evolving from ñbrutes to manò. Schelerôs postwar interest in the role 

of conflict in the emergence of values is shared in Holmesôs 1899 comment, calling law a 

resource ñto discover what ideals of society have been strong enough to reach that final 

form of expression, or what have been the changes in dominant ideals from century to cen-

turyò. While Scheler is a more speculative thinker, Holmes, as a veteran of an earlier 

bloody conflict, came to share similar concerns from a particularist and historical focus. 

Having rejected a strictly analytical approach to law before writing his major work, which 

led directly to his judicial career, he would anticipate Schelerôs focus on transformation in 

his 1899 comment that law provided ñan exercise in the morphology and transformation of 

human ideasò.  

III. Conclusion 

In comparing such disparate sources, a purpose of this paper has been to advance an ap-

proach toward a sociology of legal knowledge that brings the subject into a coherent rela-
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tion with a general sociology of knowledge, as well as with recent studies in the sociology 

of scientific knowledge.  

In this paper I have compared Holmesôs evolutionary theory, set forth in The Common 

Law, with Durkheim and Scheler. Unlike Durkheim, Holmes does not hold that categories 

of thought reflect features of group organization and social solidarity.The nature and modes 

of legal classification primarily emerge against a historical background from resolution of 

conflicts among habitualized conduct of groups and interests, eventually giving rise to rules 

and principles, embodied not in pure language but also, necessarily, in general patterns of 

conduct. It is more particularist than Scheler, rooted in conflict resolution as informing a 

discrete form of dialogue. While deeply skeptical of progress, Holmesôs model allows a 

role for emergent meliorative intelligence in revising vestigial habits and overcoming estab-

lished paradigms.  

Transformation is a key theme to which I have alluded throughout this essay. Transfor-

mation is the element in human experience to which both Holmes and Durkheim looked in 

their studies of law. It is the attribute of human experience which, to sheer analysis of con-

cepts and language, however rigorous, remains obscured. It is an aspect of philosophy and 

social theory that continues to influence the traditions of pragmatism and the sociology of 

knowledge, even while both have made it an essential focus of their own self-

understanding; that is, the two traditions have seen their own guiding perspectives reflex-

ively, as themselves subject to transformative experience.  
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Joel Wolfe*  

Does Pragmatism Have A Theory of Power? 

Abstract. Asking if pragmatism, and John Dewey in particular, has a theory of power pos-

es the question about the intellectual resources that pragmatism has to offer the social sci-

ences. Pragmatism stands accused of being naïve about power and presenting the specter 

of an overly soft program for doing social science. Yet, Deweyôs philosophical method 

provides a distinctive transactional theory of power and untapped resources for advancing 

social science. Deweyôs melioristic philosophical vision develops a theory of praxis that is 

a tacit theory of power. Explicating his concerns with experience, inquiry, and social life 

show how they converge into his theory of praxis and power. Developing this theory, 

next, enables distinctions to be outlined between Deweyôs transactional view of power 

and the mainstream interactional view seen in the work of Dahl, Lukes, and Mann. Fur-

thermore, the theory of praxis establishes analytical categories for deconstructing the 

structure of transactional power, the patterns or modes of conjoint activity. Deweyôs 

pragmatist theory of power stands in marked contrast to interactional models and provides 

the analytical tools for the critical assessment of power.  

Power is one of the key concepts in the social sciences (Clegg and Haugaard 2009: 1; 

Stoker 2010: 19). In political science, concepts of power have a long and rich heritage, 

from Machiavelli and Hobbes to Robert Dahl, Steven Lukes, Michael Mann, and Michel 

Foucault. Usage of the concept indeed pervades political science, though the scholarship 

that explicitly discusses a concept of power is small in comparison to studies of political 

phenomena that use implicit and unexamined notions of power. 

Attempts to classify these usages into analytical traditions point to the importance of 

various meta-theoretical traditions in determining the meaning of the concept of power. 

Stewart Clegg (1989) highlights the agency, disposition, and facilitative conceptions of 

power, linking them to Hobbesian and Machiavellian traditions in political thought. In a not 

dissimilar vein, Mark Haugaard (2002: 2-4) points to four ñlanguage gamesò commonly 

used to analyze power: the analytical conceptual type clarifying terms, the non-conceptual 

type adopting notions that fit research purposes (agency), modern social theory (disposi-

tional) and postmodern social theory (facilitative).What is notable about these characteriza-

tions is that the different approaches to power reflect the philosophical traditions of empiri-

cism, realism, and interpretism. Visions of power, in short, develop from different theoreti-

cal starting points.  

The absence of recognition of pragmatismôs contribution to conceptions of power stands 

out.Its contribution to the social sciences was substantial during the first decades of the 

twentieth century in America, influencing the progressive movement, debates about democ-

racy, the sociology of the Chicago school, the symbolic interactionism of Herbert Blumer, 

and the institutional economics tradition of TB Veblen, JR Commons, and JK Galbraith. It 

then lost its impetus from WWII until a revival in the 1990s (Wolfe 1998; Baert 2003; 

Manicas 1998). Today pragmatism inspires and animates a growing movement among phi-

losophers and social scientists. 
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Furthermore, pragmatism is often accused on ignoring the analysis of power or even 

worse assumes a view of power that is overly idealistic and airy fairy. Deweyôs emphasis 

on consensus, cooperation, and social improvement may at first seem vulnerable to such 

interpretations. Critics charge that pragmatism is simply naive about power. Typical is C. 

Wright Millsô claim that John Deweyôs focus on discussion and consensus ignores the reali-

ty of conflict over values and elite domination. Similarly, John Diggins (1994: ch 7) re-

bukes Dewey for refusing to discuss power and seeing it as an aberration. Even the promi-

nent pragmatist social theorist Han Joas writes that é ñit may be true ï as many critics say 

ï that pragmatism is in need of a theory of poweréò (Joas 1998: 194).  

Efforts to challenge this negative claim are few. One is Roudy Hildredôs (2009) article, 

ñReconstructing Dewey on Powerò, in which he presents a well-argued case debunking the 

idea that Dewey ignored power. After thoroughly surveying those denouncing Dewey, Hil-

dred elaborates how key Deweyan concepts implicitly contain a concept of power. His 

careful analysis concludes that Deweyôs view of power is a complex version of the agency 

notion of power as capacity, the probability of an agent imposing her will against re-

sistance, enriched by consideration of ñésocial customs and habits, and relative to the 

transactional fields of experienceò (Hildred 2009: 782, 799). This interpretation sees Dewey 

as consistent with the widely accepted agency conception of power, often identified with 

Max Weber (1958: 180) and Robert Dahl (1968). 

A second is my own article, ñPower: A Pragmatist Viewò (Wolfe 2002).This agrees that 

Deweyôs philosophy implicitly contains a concept of power but argues that Deweyôs prag-

matism offers multiple views of power. Deweyôs most basic idea of power, I explain, refers 

to making differences through conjoint action within a social medium. Only when such ef-

fective social practices are absent is it possible to identify power as interactional instances 

of conflict between wills, structures, or expertise. Developing this distinction, I identify two 

types of power: power as indirect or intrinsic to social media and as direct or manifesting 

traits of pressure and resistant, facilitation and constraint. 

To elaborate the thesis that Deweyôs pragmatism implicitly formulates an analysis of 

power that centers on an indirect, intrinsic or transactional conception and entails distin-

guishing different types of power involves the following steps. First, the discussion shows 

how Deweyôs philosophical perspective provides a theory of praxis that is in essence a tacit 

theory of power. Second, the account shows how Deweyôs theory of praxis provides for 

distinguishing different modes or types of power. A third section considers how Deweyôs 

approach to power offers tools for determining the distribution of power. A final part high-

lights the implications of Deweyôs viewpoint for contemporary analyses of power. 

Pragmatism and Praxis 

A pragmatist framework of inquiry views human beings as participants and experiment-

ers in a community of inquiry, breaking with the Cartesian tradition that sees humans as 

ñspectatorsò discovering foundations and then deriving more complex knowledge from the-

se foundations. ñMan as agent comes into the foreground here because human agency is the 

key for understanding all aspects of human life, including human inquiry and knowledgeò 

(Bernstein 1971: 177). Action and creativity become the central theme, with knowledge 

both depending on action and guiding action in difference making (Joas 1996). 

The turn to praxis or human activity follows from Deweyôs empirical instrumentalism. 

His pragmatist starting point turns foundationalism upside down; it makes ontology result 

from inquiry and inquiry follows from concrete problems (Sleeper 2001: 119-121). Instead 
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of drawing implications from abstract premises, pragmatism starts with experience and 

thereafter moves on with the struggle to interpret and control it. Felt qualities are had as ex-

periences from within and do not originate from predefined notions (Hildebrand 2003: 188-

190). Rather doubts or problems that arise need to be denoted first and examined for possi-

ble solutions and decisions.  

The pragmatic starting point rejects philosophical foundationalism, dualism, and reduc-

tionism. Tests of knowledge are to be found in the consequences of human activity rather 

than predetermined by prior conceptual strategy independent of the actual exercise of pow-

er. Knowledge cannot be defined or measured by conceptual fiat, determined by either ob-

jective or subjective foundations. This, in short, rejects traditional Cartesian epistemology 

in which the mind is a spectator, or ñgreat mirror, containing various representations ï 

some accurate, some not ï and capable of being studied by pure, nonempirical methodsò 

(Rorty1979: 12).  

Instead, Deweyôs empirical method holds that knowledge results from actively engaging 

an empirical dilemma, through an ongoing process ñof working back and forth between the 

larger and the narrower fields, transforming every increment upon one side into a method of 

work upon the other, and thereby testing itò (MW 2: 316; cited in Ratner 1939: 56).To have 

an experience is to start with a problematic situation, a noncognitive and qualitative issue, 

and after that to define and redefine it until a solution is found. Starting from pure experi-

ence is impossible and starting with a theoretical tool restricts the scope of what is found. 

The empirical method consequently is a genetic method in which knowledge emerges from 

añéworking back and forth between the technical study of the intellectualized problems of 

philosophy and the common world of experience, the socio-cultural conditions and activi-

ties, including the scientific, which generate or are those problems (Ratner 1939: 56, Rat-

nerôs italics). In contrast to the givens of the empiricist, pragmatism turns observable sense 

data into interpretations, ñthe products of reflective discrimination, while the situation from 

which they are discriminated is notò (Hildebrand 2003: 186). As Ira Cohen states (2000: 

86), ñé (Deweyôs) theory of praxis is not so much a theory of habit as a theory of cycles of 

habit, reflective, rational consciousness, and behavioral changeò. 

Deweyôs philosophic method for accumulating and correcting knowledge, moreover, al-

lows for elucidating praxis in terms of three overlapping spheres of analysis. Originally ar-

ticulated in Deweyôs Studies in Logical Theory (MW 2: 298-315) and highlighted by Jo-

seph Ratner (1939: 49-50), these intertwined dimensions within Deweyan pragmatism are 

logic, modes of experience, and the social world giving rise to problems. The contemporary 

pragmatist sociologist Hans Joas conceptualizes action similarly, as involving three ele-

ments of analysis ï intentionality, corporeality, and sociality (Joas 1996: 145-195; Jung 

2010). Such elements hence provide the key dimensions for a pragmatist analysis of opera-

tions for the making of differences, the informed action or praxis of social agents effecting 

solutions to problematic situations. 

The first sphere is logic or inquiry, referring to processes of thinking through options 

aiming to solve a specific problem and a concluding judgment or action that makes a differ-

ence by reconstructing a qualitative situation. This replaces the traditional dualism by pro-

posing that knowledge results from solving problems through the application of the doubt-

inquiry sequence in which agents make inferences and put their judgments to the test. All 

knowledge correspondingly is like other types of human activities, such as medicine or 

farming, in being practical adaptations to concrete problems. Viewing inquiry as organic 

functioning prevents fixing distinctions between superior and inferior causes and makes 

practical activities of examining inferences through experimentation the source of produc-
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tive knowledge (Hildebrand 2008: 49). The knower is a participant in the public processes 

of inquiry, and human agency takes the leading role in creating knowledge and understand-

ing human existence. Darnell Rucker (1977: xiv) summarizes Deweyôs position: ñKnowing, 

whatever its level of abstraction or precision of statement, has its roots in human activity, 

and its being as knowledge depends upon the continual renewal of contact with that activi-

tyò.  

The centrality of praxis recurs in Deweyôs discussion of experimental inquiry. The 

Quest for Certainty points to the historic turn to the practice of experimentation as a superi-

or tool for warranting knowledge. Dewey sees the start of the scientific revolution in Gali-

leoôs move away from grounding knowledge in contemplative enjoyment of fixed entities 

to the conscious and deliberate engagement and control of relations among existences (LW 

4:76). According to Dewey, experimental methods are distinguished by three transitive ac-

tivities.  

The first is the obvious one that all experimentation involves overt doing, the making of defi-

nite changes in the environment or in our relation to it. The second is the agentôs use of ideas 

so that experiment is not a random activity, rather it is directed by ideas which have to meet 

the condition set by the need of the problem inducing the active inquiry. The third feature, in 

which the other two receive their full measure of meaning, is that the outcome of the directed 

activity is the construction of a new empirical situation in which objects are differently related 

to one another, and such that the consequences of directed operations form the objects that 

have the property of being known (LW 4: 70). 

Deweyôs second key philosophical element for difference making is experience. In his 

ñNeed for the Recovery of Philosophyò, Dewey sets out his conception of experience by 

pointing to five contrasts with its traditional meaning. Instead of being a knowledge affair, 

experience denotes all modes of interaction between organism and environment; instead of 

being primarily subjective, the subject and object relations are functional distinctions aris-

ing from ongoing experience; instead of centering experience on the present or the past, it is 

forward looking; instead of consisting of discrete particulars, experience is constructed 

through transactions; and instead of being separated from reason, experience entails the fu-

ture, the reconstitution of the present into a different situation (MW 10; Hildebrand 2003: 

36). Experience denotes the praxis of agentsô doings and undergoings within unsettled situ-

ations and in accordance with socially learned responses or habits, impelling problem solv-

ing and creativity. 

The central concepts of inquiry and experience link to the third area situating praxis, the 

social and natural world that gives rise to problems. The construction of order, as people 

move within and through various frames of discourses and action, resolves the uncertainty 

that cannot be appreciated by reducing it to sense data or to dyadic links between such data. 

Dewey clarifies that the ñultimate value of the logic of experienceò is resolution of social 

problems: 

The right relationship and adjustment of the various typical phases of experience to one an-

other is a problem felt in every department of life. é It may be that general logic cannot be-

come an instrument in the immediate direction of the activities of science or art or industry; 

but it is of value in criticizing and organizing tools for immediate research. It also has direct 

significance in the valuation for social or life-purposes of results achieved in particular 

branches (MW 2: 313).  
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As a result, the strategies or solutions that yield control are to be discovered in dealing with 

concrete problems, not revealed by analysis of given truths. 

Efforts to improve the social medium, to enlarge the communityôs ability to control fu-

ture activity and results, depend on testing the effect of ideas.According to Dewey (1903: 

243), ñWe must in any case start from acts which are performed, not from hypothetical 

causes for those acts, and consider their consequences. We must also introduce intelligence, 

or the observation of consequences as consequences, that is, in connection with the acts 

from which they proceedò. Dewey next points to ñé the objective fact that human acts 

have consequences upon others, that some of these consequences are perceived, and that 

their perception leads to subsequent effort to control action so as to secure some conse-

quences and avoid othersò. From this, Dewey develops a distinction between private and 

public acts, between acts with consequences that directly affect those involved and that in-

directly affect others who are unaware or unconcerned at the time. Efforts to regulate these 

indirect effects of transactions give rise to the collective function of the state as the agency 

determining what is appropriate. 

In the search for order, pragmatismôs transactional emphasis on human action, rejecting 

the notion of the isolated individual, gives primacy to socially encumbered actors respond-

ing to and regenerating their social medium. Individuals are not fixed essences but authors 

of culturally specific acts learned from and appropriate to the social context. Social connec-

tions among people provide the opportunities and means for carrying out societal purposes, 

whereas the self is in fact a social being formed within and through participation in various 

social media. In Human Nature and Conduct (1922), Dewey elaborates on the social char-

acter of human conduct, drawing on the three overlapping dimensions ï a medium of 

learned practices or habits, the impulse or live energy, and intelligence from inquiry-based 

judgment ï to conceptualize action or praxis. 

In sum, Deweyôs philosophical starting point centers on praxis and the ways human ac-

tion makes differences within and through a social medium, in effect furnishing a tacit theo-

ry of power. His approach to theorizing action through concepts of experience, inquiry, and 

the environment, with ideas mediating and regulating how and why transactions generating 

a cooperative instrumentality occur, moves away from standard interactive or dyadic ap-

proaches to power. In developing the Darwinian model of organism and environment into a 

theory of intelligent action, he presages a cybernetic vision, by transforming a biological 

metaphor into one of modes of communication and social control (Johnson 2010; Burke 

1994; Gardner 1985). As Ira Cohen (2000: 84) clarifies, ñé if action refers to what actors 

mean, or intend by what they do, praxis refers to how actors make what they do happenò, 

emphasizing the role of habits and inquiry in directing practices within and through the un-

folding of the social medium.Controlling what happens is critical to pragmatismôs active 

search for meliorism.Philip Jackson (2006: 65) underscores how central to this is to Dew-

eyôs philosophical achievement, citing Deweyôs reflection that his ambition was to have 

ñé knowledge turned to account in the instruction and guidance it may convey in piloting 

life through the storms and the shoals that beset life-experience as well as into such havens 

of consummatory experience as enrich our human life from time to timeò (LW 16: 389).  

Praxis and Types of Power 

Deweyôs analysis of praxis in terms of how agents make differences and how they do so 

in order to control future events provides the basis for arguing that his pragmatism contains 

a theory of power. Accepting this analysis entails a view of making differences or power 
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that centers on ñpower withinò a social medium, while making provision for understanding 

other types of power. Showing that the theory of praxis establishes a transactional view of 

power will allow for differentiating it from inter-actional and self-actional conceptions.  

The framework of analysis that Dewey and Bentley present in Knowing and the Known 

to formulate concepts that advance pragmatism and science also provides an analogy for 

assessing the contributions of the debates about power. They name self-action, interaction 

and transaction as three levels of the organization and presentation of inquiry that denote 

ñé all human behaviors in and with respect to the world, and é are all presentations of the 

world itself as men report itò (LW 16: 100-101; Lavine 1989: xxxiii-xxxv). Self-action 

identifies self-possessed causal capacity, interaction captures the balancing between forces, 

and transaction indicates systems of multiple aspects and phases without any independent 

and final causal capacity
1
. Assuming that the transactional view of power is central to 

pragmatism, there are in addition two other types: inter-action or the balancing and exercise 

of pressures via causal relations or structural mechanisms and self-action in which things or 

beings act in the own right due to their essence.  

At the heart of the pragmatist view of power is the idea of a transactional organization 

in which aspects or phases of an organic whole can be distinguished but not be separated 

from an ongoing functioning of a continuous, self-moving social medium.This self-

organizing phenomena consists of elements bound together through meaning, intent, signs, 

and other mentally constructed ways of giving significance to the way agents connect 

events (Bernstein 1973: 182-3). In this perspective, actors respond to situations and con-

struct their lives in cooperation with others by making their way within transactional, 

shared, coactive frames of participation. 

In contrast to notions of ñpower overò and ñpower toò, the pragmatist notion is that 

power arises within and operates through modes of joint participation of human activity.It 

is the unique role of reason, thought, or ideas in constructing patterns of human action and 

experience that conceptualizes power as modes through which agents use intelligent judg-

ments to generate substantive consequences. According to Dewey, ñThe only power the or-

ganism possesses to control its own future depends upon the way its present responses 

modify changes which are taking place in its mediumò (MW 10: 15). Dewey continues, ñIt 

is all a matter of the way in which its present reactions to things influence the future reac-

tions of things upon itò. Further, he adds that this capacity to increase its control lies in 

ñThe extent of an agentôs capacity for inference, its power to use a given fact as a sign of 

something not yet given, measures the extent of its ability systematically to enlarge its con-

trol of the futureò. The use of inference highlights the role of individuals in shaping the 

flow of the social dynamic, as mediating agents recognizing and formulating attempting to 

improve their situation. Active agents rely on inference, involving ideas which connect 

what happens to what may happen and constituting the effort to control events. This use of 

inference in the social or political realm is the same as science uses in the constituting 

knowledge through the discovery and determination of consequences (MW 10: 16). It is 

this idea of power as ñcollective intelligenceò shaping associated activity and its conse-

quences that provides the unique perspective of pragmatism. 

Instead of the press of coercive resources, the constraints and possibilities afforded by 

structure, or the direction for behavior provided by narratives, power is intrinsic to human 

praxis because all behavior deals with the consequences of transactions in progress, in op-

                                                           
1
 There are parallels between the Dewey and Bentley categories of description and action and C.S. Peirceôs 

categories of Firstness (givenness), Secondness (balance of pressures or forces), and Thirdness (expressions of 
meaning and intention through triadic linkages between agent, sign, situation) (Bernstein 1971: 177-187).  
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eration, partially fulfilled, partially incomplete. For Dewey, praxis emanates from a social 

partnership and has moral or prospective significance. Dewey writes (MW 14: 16): ñCon-

duct is always shared; this is the difference between it and a physiological process.ò Com-

bining personal disposition with environmental inducement, influencing future action re-

quires regulating factors, individual or social, guiding future results; action or ñhabitò, such 

as malice or courage, is the way personal attributes operate in combination with environ-

mental elements. In dealing with problems, praxis involves operations, linking processes to 

consequences and comparing them to desired ends.The assessment of these operations 

yields signs of what is happening and what may happen, which becomes ñan indispensable 

factor in behavior dealing with changes, the outcome of which is not yet determinedò (MW 

10: 15). 

Intrinsic participation within trajectories of transactional accomplishing distinguishes 

the primary mode of making differences.In connecting objective changes and subjective 

adaptations, habits constitute praxis and carry forward continuity in the adjustment and re-

adjustment of conditions and operations. As Dewey states (LW 13: 18), ñThe basic charac-

teristic of habit is that every experience enacted and undergone modifies the one who acts 

and undergoes, while this modification affects, whether we wish it or not, the quality of 

subsequent experiences. é For it is a somewhat different person who enters into themò. 

Habits project the organized and functional nature of internal dispositions; they serve as ña 

moving forceò shaping sensibilities, motivations, and interests which engage the objective 

and external. Projection, in turn, produces changes in the world, which challenge agents in 

new ways. If action sequences make for a different person entering into transactions, the 

effects of past actions make for a slightly different world that is being entered. Dewey 

writes (LW 13: 22): ñEvery genuine experience has an active side which changes in some 

degree the objective conditions under which subsequent experiences take place. The differ-

ence between civilization and savagery ... is found in the degree in which previous experi-

ences have changed the objective conditions under which subsequent experiences take 

placeò
2
.
 

Practical knowledge functions to generate and order social activity. Transactional activi-

ty allows subject-matters to develop their own forms of control or regulative functions, test-

ing actions against desired consequences. The application of intelligence through self-

organizing criticism implies the possibility of control of future activity. Indirect control, 

that is, the intrinsic, subjective and intellectual participation of persons in the fabrication of 

the social medium, combines the way the situation engenders impulses and the way intelli-

gent guides habits that sequence of enveloping socially co-ordinated actions (MW 10: 44). 

Participation within conjoint activities depends on individuals adjusting internal and exter-

nal factors. Since ideas realize a capacity for inference by signifying connections between 

actions and effects and between present occurrences and future events, ideas enable indi-

viduals to adjust to and control situations in which they take part. Dewey summarizes: 

The net outcome of the discussion is that the fundamental means of control is not personal but 

intellectual. It is not ñmoralò in the sense that a person is moved by direct personal appeal 

from others, important as is this method at critical junctures. It consists in the habits of under-

standing, which are set up in using objects in correspondence with others, whether by way of 

cooperation and assistance or rivalry and competition. Mind as a concrete thing is precisely 

                                                           
2
 Tom Burke (1994: 39) characterizes continuity as linking two ñorthogonalò dimensions: 1) static and dy-

namic and 2) internal and the external. 
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the power to understand things in terms of the use made of them; a socialized mind is the 

power to understand them in terms of the use to which they are turned in joint or shared situa-

tions. And mind in this sense is the method of social control (MW 9: 38). 

The practical character of thought and action, furthermore, function to bring about ef-

fective accomplishments in accord with the paradigm organizing a social medium.Dewey 

(LW 13: 22) writes: ñThe very existence of the social medium in which an individual lives, 

moves, and has his being is the standing effective agency of directing his activityò. The ñef-

fective agencyò is able to control activity because individuals possess understandings about 

how to participate in social life, enabling them to gauge the standpoints and behavior of 

other participants involved in social cooperation. Of education Dewey writes (MW 9: 32), 

ñThis other method resides in the ways in which persons, with whom the immature being is 

associated, use things; the instrumentalities with which they accomplish their own endsò. 

He subsequently illustrates his point:  

If a chair is drawn up to a table, it is a sign that he is to sit in it; if a person extends his right 

hand, he is to extend his; and so on in a never ending stream of detail.The prevailing habits of 

using the products of human art and the raw materials of nature constitute by all odds the 

deepest and most pervasive mode of social control (MW 9: 37). 

Moreover, reflective monitoring develops into self-control as the standards by which 

individuals regulate their actions direct their participation in the social medium (Campbell 

1995: 41). Dewey observes:  

The individual is held accountable for what he has done in order that he may be responsive in 

what he is going to do. Gradually persons learn ... to hold themselves accountable, and liabil-

ity becomes a voluntary deliberate acknowledgment that deeds are our own, that their conse-

quences come from us (MW 14: 217). 

The interactional and self-actional types of power receive more attention because they 

are more noticeable than power through social media. Force, authority, or organization 

dominate when the usual processes of associated action are ignored, breakdown or had nev-

er been established. And their descriptions depend on philosophical starting points that fix 

onto causal givens. Deweyôs philosophical method explains these inter-active types of 

power as the result of a breakdown in the functioning of meanings and intentions control-

ling social media. External factors are fixed as predominant in determining the balance of 

pressure and resistance, when a social system fails to coordinate conjoint accomplishments. 

These distinctions are brought out in Deweyôs discussions of the First World War. In a 

1916 article responding to concerns about American entry into World War I, Dewey de-

fended the idea that, contrary to being the equivalent of violence, force was the source of all 

effects. He writes (MW 10: 248; Hickman 1992: 187) that ñ[N]o ends are accomplished 

without the use of forceò. What is needed to stop war, however, is alternative and effective 

social arrangements for preventing conflicts from taking the form of overt hostilitiesò. To 

support this argument, he identifies three types of force distinguished by their efficiency: 

power or self-directed participation, coercive force such as the use of law, and violence or 

the wasteful application of force. Here identifying power with organized and self-directed 

activity, Dewey narrows the use of the term power to instances of operations within social 

media. He maintains (MW 10: 246; see also 211-15), ñPower ... denotes effective means of 
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operation; ability or capacity to execute, to realize endsò. That is, power is the effective 

functioning of a social medium, the intrinsic self -control by agents participating in operat-

ing a social apparatus. Coercive force and violence are interactional and rely on external or 

objective types of control. Dewey observes (MW 9: 31), ñWhen others are not doing what 

we would like them to or are threatening disobedience, we are most conscious of the need 

of controlling them and of the influences by which they are controlledò. 

Interactive models, nonetheless, dominate the literature on power. For example, political 

science has long held the view that power is a question of who controls in whose interests. 

Harold Lasswell (1936) famously formulated this question as ñWho gets what, when and 

how?ò. This conventional view of power, however, presupposes epistemological and objec-

tive dualisms, between knowledge and action, facts and values, and elites and led. The re-

sult is to focus attention on interactional types of power, prefiguring conclusions confirm-

ing domination by the few. Deweyôs critical approach to philosophical foundations, further, 

contends that much conceptualizing of domination is the outcome of the conceptual fixing 

of the key causal elements determining outcomes. For example, empiricist foundations 

foreshadow an agency notion of power, realism a dispositional notion, and interpretism a 

disciplinary notion of power.Various philosophical perspectives specify primary forces that 

prefigure what power is and how it can be organized. They offer distinct and different in-

sights by privileging diverse meta-theoretical foundations or givens. This means that differ-

ent meta-theoretical starting points interpret phenomena through the lenses of various types 

of relational phenomena, phenomena seen to involve conflict between interacting elements 

and to have the prerogative of being the decisive fixed and final factor as the source of cau-

sation.  

Finally, the self-acting modes of interpreting reality rely on a beingôs or a thingôs own 

essence as the force propelling changes. This way of thinking can be found in Platoôs 

forms, Hegelôs Geist, theological doctrines in which God controls human action.Recently, 

this mode of thinking resurfaced in the ñreturn of the stateò movement in political science, a 

theoretical trend arguing that the institutional essence of the state should be seen to make it 

an agent in its own right (Skocpol 1985). 

Praxis and the Structure of Power 

 
The pragmatist analysis of the structure of praxis provides insight into the distribution 

of power. This focuses on which values control action and how these values shape ways of 

operating in order to control their effects. In the Quest for Certainty, Dewey writes: 

When theories of values do not afford intellectual assistance in framing ideas and beliefs 

about values that are adequate to direct action, the gap must be filled by other means.If intel-

ligent method is lacking, prejudice, the pressure of immediate circumstance, self-interest and 

class- interest, traditional customs, institutions of accidental historic origin, are not lacking, 

and they tend to take the place of intelligence. Thus we are led to our main proposition: 

Judgments about values are judgments about the conditions and the results of experienced 

objects; judgments about that which should regulate the formation of our desires, affections 

and enjoyments.For whatever decides their formation will determine the main course of our 

conduct, personal and social (LW 4: 211-212). 
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To analyze the ñwhateverò allocating control of consequences that Dewey alludes to in 

the passage above brings out the value-orientations implicated in the habits that actors use 

within ongoing situations and how these functional processes entail judgments about the 

desirable.The structure of power, thus, arises from and can be analyzed by examining the 

ways actors operate to control events. Examining what values control ways of functioning 

exposes what matters most and for what ends. 

Though Dewey did not himself discuss the question of the way praxis distributes con-

trol, his conception of the practical character of thought and action offers tools for clarify-

ing the way the elements of praxis operate to pattern coordinated operations and control ef-

fects.Here again the three overlapping circles of analysis ï inquiry, experience, and social 

media ï come into play.  

The first element, the social elements of custom and habit, involves analyzing how so-

cial media establish interests and, in turn, how individual motive selects a specific envi-

ronment and offers appropriate responses. The practical character of knowledge means that 

motives and practices of activity are neither given by external authority nor permanently 

fixed (see Dewey 1929). They depend on the inheritance of historical circumstances and 

dynamics within which an agentôs internal capacities adjust to external circumstances. 

Working from a pragmatist tradition, C. Wright Mills expresses this idea in his discussion 

of the cultural apparatus. He writes: ñEvery man interprets what he observes ï as well as 

much that he has not observed: but his terms of interpretation are not his own; he has not 

personally formulated or even tested themò (Mills 1967: 406). Deweyôs effort to shift anal-

ysis away from first principles, foundational concepts, or fixed truths establishes the need to 

examine the use and adaptation of the medium.Rather than being subordinated to the purely 

subjective or an independent reality, experience is a matter of the transaction of a living be-

ing within its environment, the ways the objective world affects human action and is in turn 

modified by it. 

Instead of relying on first principles and reified causal forces such as wealth or weap-

ons, Deweyan analysis suggests that the basis of action be located through empirical and 

intellectual scrutiny of cultural tools conditioning experience. The use of these cultural 

tools or habits operates in the unfolding of trajectories within a medium. For Dewey, habits 

ñé assimilate objective energies, and eventuate in command of environmentò (MW 14: 15-

16). Habits for Dewey reflect prior activity, provide an ordering of elements for action, are 

projective and dynamic, and are operative in making activity manifest (MW 14: 31).They 

also give form to stages in a sequence of ordering a situation through craftsmanship.They 

appear analogous to the operative character of the developmental patterns identified by Jean 

Piagetôs concept of schema, the self-organizing projections which a child uses to assimilate 

the world and which undergo reorganization or accommodation in response to that world 

(Piaget 1963). Tom Burke interestingly offers an innovative suggestion for a way of analyz-

ing the operation of the cultural apparatus. He proposes that universal propositions, one of 

Deweyôs logical modes, can be used to analyze ideology or systems of ideas and how they 

function in social life (Burke 2004). Applying this insight suggests that Deweyôs concept of 

habit may be characterized in terms of his own conception of the types of logical proposi-

tions and the way they operate to fashion a cultural medium. Such a project may aid in clar-

ifying links between operations and effects, even facilitating in formulating the way con-

nections between conditions and consequences may yield desirable results.In short, a first 

step in unpacking structures of praxis and power must be to examine the logical operations 

or habits by which the subject-matter of an existing social medium prescribes and projects 
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norms and ends and how these include or exclude, privilege or deprive, the particular inter-

ests comprising the conditions within which agents operate.  

A second element follows from Deweyôs understanding of experience, analyzing the 

ways agents respond to and endure their media. This locates agency within cultural toolkits 

and appreciates its transactional dynamics, identifying initiative in deciding problems and 

possible responses. By implication, this view rejects the dualism of agency and structure 

central to current debates about power; instead, it offers the view that there is only human 

praxis and that action generates effects that are often reified and taken as structural forces in 

their own right. Deweyôs emphasis on the insurgent and creative character of human action 

means that experience involves projection via habits into circumstances not fully known; it 

is experimentation for the purpose of connecting with the future. As human actors undergo 

a circumstance, they simultaneously attempt to control it.  

Pragmatism further emphasizes the rebellious, projective and educative nature of human 

experience, while rejecting simple and mechanical causal relations between independent 

units. For Dewey, individuals are ñlive creaturesò, never totally passive (LW 10: 9-25). 

Their experience involves ñsimultaneous doings and sufferingsò. As Dewey writes (1917: 

8), ñThe most patient patient is more than a receptor. He is also an agent - a reactor, one 

trying experiments, one concerned with undergoing in a way which may influence what is 

still to happenò. Dewey continues (MW 10: 9), ñOur undergoings are experiments in vary-

ing the course of events; our active tryings are trials and tests of ourselvesò. As a living or-

ganism, individuals strive to turn their circumstances into sustenance aiding their life pro-

spects. Analyzing the way agents use things to operate within the dynamic and interde-

pendent relations of specific situations, then, reveals the loci of initiative within the media 

and the craftsmanship of agents in functioning to sustain complex systems of cultural op-

erations. 

A third element in analyzing the distribution of power, the criterion of decision, in-

volves the role of inference and judgment in transforming problems into consequences. 

Dewey (MW 2: 296) proposes that reality is remade through the doubt-inquiry-judgment 

process, which functions through experience in accordance with the test of consequences 

and for the purpose of ñreadjusting and expanding the means and ends of lifeò. Thinking 

projects possible consequences or solutions through the interpretation of events (MW 10: 

15-16). In so doing, thinking concludes with a conjecture which serves as the criterion de-

termining conduct transforming a questionable situation.Judgment selects and applies a 

standard or rule of operation that terminates a problematic situation and creates an existen-

tial unity (Burke 1994: 109). Dewey writes in How We Think (LW 8: 215), ñThe judgment 

when formed is a decision [his emphasis]; it closes, or concludes, the question at issueò. 

Resolving problematic situations requires action transforming objective circumstances, the 

application of inquiryôs results in devising a more effective link between the difficulty and 

the desired effects. 

Significantly, acts of judgment producing transforming differences are both instrumen-

tal and consummatory. They are instrumental because they facilitate the achievement of de-

sired ends through coordination and control of collective accomplishment. And they are 

consummatory because power relations promote communication, a ñsharing in the objects 

and acts precious to a community, a sharing whereby meanings are enhanced, deepened and 

solidified in the sense of communionò (LW 1: 159). 

The connection between the instrumental, substantive, and consummatory values and 

qualitative situations affects the way judgments operate. When instrumental, ñintelligence 

is partial and specialized, because communication and participation are limited, sectarian, 
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provincial, confined to class, party, professional groupò (LW 1: 159). When bureaucratic 

organization, the imperatives of technical necessity, or the privileging of rational self-

interest become uppermost, action is mechanical and self-indulgent. Absolutes or externally 

divined duty also denies participation. 

In short, the analytical elements of Deweyôs theory of praxis identify how the distribu-

tion of social control varies, the way operations affect who decides what and how and so 

constitute a medium controlling participation and effects. While the theory of praxis and 

power frame a transactional description of activity, it also facilitates the analysis of patterns 

of control in interactional and self-actional modes of praxis.Whatever the type of social 

conjunction, examining how values shape its modes of operating illuminates the substantive 

consequences of what gets done.  

Consequences For Conceptualizing Power  

The transactional conception contrasts with interactional characterizations of power, 

namely, ñpower overò and ñpower toò, that dominate the current literature.Agency and 

structuralist formulations attribute the generation and exercise of power to the balance of 

resources, consent, traditions, or institutions. In the ñfaces of powerò debate, power resides 

with agents who are equipped with various armaments giving them control of the agenda 

and/or decision-making.Structuralists locate the control of interests and decisions in objec-

tive institutional constraints and mechanisms. As Hay (2002: 185) states: ñPower then is 

about context-shaping, about the capacity of actors to define the parameters of what is so-

cially, politically and economically possible for othersò. Foucault locates power in a cultur-

al entity he calls disciplinary knowledge, itself an expression of power. It also contrasts 

with self-actional descriptions of difference making. Each of these identifies power as the 

result of external imposition.  

Deweyôs transactional conception of praxis informs a view of power centering on the 

ways agents compose and operate within evolving social media. Power arises from intellec-

tual control of participation in conjoint association and it the distribution of control depends 

on the purposes animating the flow linking agent and environment into modes of activity. 

Dewey would agree with Hannah Arendtôs assertion in that ñPower is never the property of 

an individual; it belongs to a group and remains in existence only so long as the group 

keeps togetherò (Arendt 1969: 137), though he would emphasize that a group is itself a cre-

ation of the value-laden and knowledgeable praxes of its members.This means that control 

inheres in the values directing the flow of actions forming the social apparatus. 

The transactional focus on recursive operations generating modes of social co-operation 

emphasizes the crucial role of the agency of human actors and their use of ideas and habits 

to control conduct as they construct and reconstruct activities moving them through life. In 

patterning interactions actors use ideas and habits as practical guides to particular conse-

quences, as the tools for constituting social co-operation.Changing the social expectations 

agents use to hold themselves accountable for their behavior redefines the way things get 

done. As understandings directing activity, ideas are operative predispositions. The practi-

cal effect is to establish the accountability that controls conduct in particular contexts. Fur-

ther, because transactions are dynamic and contingent applications of operations to social 

situations, power is created, variable, and tentative as agents conjointly engage in transac-

tions arising from changing problems. Not fixed and given, variation in structure occurs as 

agents respond to their situations, for example, the fading of a honeymoon phase of a newly 
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elected US President. Thus, power is intrinsic to human conduct, since inquiry and judg-

ment afford control of ways of acting on and with things and the differences made
3
. 

One consequence is that the praxis theory of power dismisses the concept of structure as 

a thing or essence with causal force, challenging the structure versus agency debate so 

prominent in the social science literature. The transactional view dispels the philosophical 

realist notion that agents are mere bearers of the interests of institutions and that power lies 

in controlling institutional incentives as well as the critical realist contention that structure 

is the medium and result of agency. The pragmatist views these notions of structure as ex-

amples of the interactional modelsô reliance on reifying and fixing analytic categories.  

A second implication is that the centrality of experience to praxis means that individuals 

have a degree of autonomy in affecting change. Action that is informed and deliberate is 

intelligent, projecting desirable effects and checking their results. This enables human be-

ings to control the quality of their future experience (Thayer 1968: 200). As adaptive be-

havior, the intelligent use of ideas through the scrutiny of consequences makes possible 

more fruitful and desirable experience (LW 1: 17).Therefore, intelligence, inquiry, and ide-

as enable individuals to make a difference to themselves and to the contexts in which they 

operate. About his pragmatism, Dewey writes that it brings ñé into prominence the im-

portance of the individual é [for] é It is he who is the carrier of creative thought, the au-

thor of action, and of its applicationò (LW 1: 20). Human beings are participants and exper-

imenters in organic processes, including a community of inquiry. According to Dewey (LW 

1: 20), ñThe individual mind is important because only the individual mind is the organ of 

modifications in traditions and institutions, the vehicle of experimental creationò. Relative-

ly autonomy, then, stems from human praxis and the self-reflection guiding participation in 

social processes responding to changing environments. 

The autonomy afforded by praxis means further that questions of values and justice are 

crucial. By turning conditions into consequences, ideas operationalize values; they give ex-

pression to what is regarded as worthy. Action requires taking the responses of others into 

account and having oneôs actions taken into account. Social transactions rely on and pro-

duce socially regulated behavior. To make a moral judgment is to decide ñwhether what is 

good in immediate experience has consequences for latter experience that warrant accepting 

the immediate good as a true goodò (Rockefeller 1991: 407). Inquiry into the desirable or 

undesirable influences the character or habits of the inquirer and requires the application of 

a standard of judgment that actualizes priorities (Kennedy 1970: 87-90). 

The pursuit of objectives through a social medium means that power, in addition, in-

volves efficiency in operating. The organization of energy into social media increases 

working efficiency
4
. Dewey observes, ñNevertheless force is efficient socially not when 

imposed upon a scene from without, but when it is an organization of the forces in the sce-

neò (MW 10: 215). The more efficiently power operates the less external, violent force will 

be relied upon. Moreover, the more direct power is, the more it is open to public controver-

sy. Since direct control operates in a more exposed arena, it incites further coercion in order 

to suppress emerging conflict. Contrary to an empiricist worldview in which agents engage 

in overt tests of strength and imposition, the efficient achievement of ends depends on or-

ganizing the way individuals coordinate their own actions within the larger project of col-

lective accomplishment. And pragmatismôs interest in efficiency assumes that consequenc-

                                                           
3
 The view that power is productive and ubiquitous is also found in the work of Anthony Giddens 1984 and 

Michel Foucault 1979. 
4
 This pragmatist view shares a concern for efficiency with Machiavelli and Foucault. See Clegg (1989: chap-

ters 2, 7), Rabinow 1984, Rouse 1994. 
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es regulate power rather than, as with Nietzsche and Foucault, power itself determining fact 

and truth (Weberman 1995).  

Finally, the transactional conception of praxis and power exemplifies a method of criti-

cal analysis for deconstructing power structures. It makes evident that ideologies rely on 

political rhetoric or metaphor functioning to blind us to the ways their theoretical starting 

points entail power and effects. This critical function is important to creative democracy, 

based on challenges to and judgment about the use of power for common good and growth 

(Hildred 2009: 794-796, 799). More generally, pragmatismôs empirical method provides a 

tool for critically ñseeingò the antecedently fixed assumptions empowered to produce the 

theoretical and empirical outcomes in modern research schools, providing a system for ex-

amining how their philosophical assumptions prefigure their models of power. In Experi-

ence and Nature, Dewey recounts this critical analytical method, namely, the philosophical 

fallacy, as a way of unmasking the effects of theoretical starting points (LW 1: 10-41). By 

taking antecedent givens as foundations, Dewey argues, theorists prefigure how and what 

they find.This meta-philosophical tool calls for the identification of assumptions that pre-

figure representations of nature and their effects and suggests that their illumination pro-

vides for their control. Deweyôs empirical method, in particular, asks how meta-theory 

frames the way actors justify their activity, gain initiative, and are held accountable towhat 

they value, that is, how philosophical givens prescribe the ódesiredô perception and interpre-

tation. This idea, that what we see is attributable to our own ways of experiencing things, 

can be used to analyze models of power in political ideologies as well as theoretical ap-

proaches (Wolfe 2011: 138). Further, as articulated in Reconstruction in Philosophy, it 

challenges social theoryôs preoccupation with debating and refining notions about its tools 

of inquiry instead of solving concrete problems (Ratner 1939: 63). Even more, this critical 

capacity to deconstruct power phenomena suggests a way of giving meaning to the con-

cepts of subjective and real interests by the exposure of modes and structures of power 

(Amit 2008). The pragmatist critique thus enables us to get beyond a political theoryôs 

claims to represent reality and instead to examine how its initial conceptual categories im-

ply consequences for the way relations of control ought to be exercised. 

Conclusion 

In rejecting the philosophical starting points underlying the empiricist agency, realist 

dispositional or structuralist, and interpretist facilitative models of power, Deweyan prag-

matism provides a theory of praxis that is a tacit theory of power. This offers an indirect or 

transactional view of the ways human praxis makes differences within and through a social 

medium. A social medium, such as a class or game, carries power in its collective conse-

quences in shaping conditions reacting on agents. It also is a framework of control since 

participants require understanding about how it operates and self-control in their application 

of knowledge in order to bring the social medium into being. This view holds that the social 

medium is the primary mode through which differences are made. Yet, if indirect control 

through the social medium breaks down, direct control through various types of relational 

enforcement occurs. In other words, Deweyan pragmatism recognizes that power also oper-

ates through inter-actional modes, such as, force, unequal resources, public consent, law, a 

generalized capacity, expertise, or a structural property of institutions. Further, different 

forms or patterns within social media represent different distributions of control. These de-

pend on the ways different social paradigms motivate and inform praxis, how different ex-

periences enable agents to use their range of options to take initiatives within these frame-
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works, and what value-orientations control judgments. The resulting variations in the type 

and form of conduct, finally, provide a means for improving the quality of future events.  
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Molly Cochran*  

Pragmatism and International Relations: A Story of Closure and Opening
1
 

Abstract. The discipline of International Relations [IR] is experiencing a pragmatist turn. 

Here I will argue that this is a critical moment to take stock and reflect on where it is 

heading. First, in order to understand what pragmatism might bring to IR as a social sci-

ence today, it is important to examine the history of IR and explain why pragmatism ap-

pears not to have registered in its past. Why have the contributions of Wiliam James and, 

especially, John Dewey apparently disappeared from the early history of the field? Sec-

ondly, having examined what the problem was before, I go on to argue that the opportuni-

ty that exists today for pragmatism to influence the field is constructed upon its critique of 

empiricist epistemology, its scope for bridging plural methods, and the broadening of our 

understanding of what international relations is, opening the range of possible ontological 

claims which the discipline finds necessary at this time. 

Introduction 

Charles Peirce did not write on international relations, but both William James and John 

Dewey did. James was a member of the Anti-Imperialist League; he criticised US foreign 

policy in editorials and essays concerning Americaôs involvements in the Philippines, espe-

cially its war against Filipinos fighting for independence after the US acquired the Philip-

pines in 1898. James also wrote on the theme of redirecting energies for war through alter-

native, peaceful channels. The idea is first broached in The Varieties of Religious Experi-

ence and then developed in his essay, ñThe Moral Equivalent of Warò
2
. Dewey was even 

more prolific on international relations: his writings include reflections on topics such as 

coercion and the use of force, war and democracy, the role of America in the world, Ameri-

can entry into the League of Nations, the outlawry of war, and the World Court (see 

Cochran 2010).  

Yet, neither James nor Dewey features as a significant figure in accounts of the evolu-

tion of the academic discipline of International Relations (IR). This absence is especially 

remarkable in Deweyôs case, in view of the sheer extent of his writing on the subject; the 

fact that it appeared in widely-read journals such as The New Republic and Foreign Affairs; 

and his stature as a major public intellectual during the formative period when the academic 

study of IR was being institutionalised. The experience of World War I, and the hope of 

avoiding another war like it, generated an interest in the systematic study of war and peace 
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as a dedicated academic discipline: the first Chair in the subject, the Woodrow Wilson 

Chair of International Politics at the University of Wales at Aberystwyth, was established in 

1919
3
. The zenith of American Pragmatism thus overlapped with the development of IR as 

a social science. But a survey of histories of the discipline reveals no reference to the phi-

losophy of Pragmatism, despite an early connection in the field with political theory and 

classical thought about international politics stretching back to Thucydides.
4
 Through all of 

these histories I have found just one mention of a Pragmatist, and that is a relatively brief 

nod to Dewey as an influence on others (Schmidt, 1998: 99).  

I am careful to write that there is no mention of the philosophy of Pragmatism, because 

ópragmatismô (with a small ópô) is a word that appears regularly in studies of international 

relations, most typically when being distinguished from the application of moral principle 

in world affairs. Indeed, it is widely argued that, in a world of diverse states, each with its 

own interests and often competing with one another to survive, it is fool-hardy to act in line 

with what moral principle demands rather than what prudence dictates. We are told that the 

statesman shapes policy in line with the national interest, knows the facts of existing condi-

tions, and pays special attention to power and its alignments. This understanding, attributed 

to the school of órealismô in IR, attaches moral value only to responsible action that prag-

matically adapts policy to circumstances. I will argue later that the potential value of Prag-

matism to normative theorizing in IR is something different from this position; but it should 

be acknowledged that, like realists, Pragmatists would be loathe to apply moral absolutes to 

matters of international relations; attention must be given to the particular context of a 

problematic situation.  

So where are the Pragmatists in IR? The application of American Pragmatism
5
 to the 

social science of IR has suffered in two key respects, which stem from a central concept 

and surrounding discourse that runs through the history of the discipline: the anarchy prob-

lematique. The fact that international politics, unlike domestic politics, lacks an overarching 

central authority is a major organizing element of scholarship within the field. In one of its 

most stark formulations, anarchy is taken to imply that there is little scope for political phi-

losophy or theory in the international realm, since, as Martin Wight famously wrote, those 

are forms of inquiry ñappropriate to manôs control of his social lifeéthe theory of the good 

life. International theory is a theory of survivalò (1966: 33). The thinking goes that neither 

American pragmatism, nor any other set of philosophical ideas, can have purchase in this 

field of material forces. This is the first problem for pragmatism in IR, and it is an ontologi-

cal one: if the fact of anarchy structures all that goes on in world affairs, then what scope is 

left for Deweyôs key concerns of theorizing change and improving societal and inter-

societal conditions? 

The second difficulty is related to the fact of anarchy as a habit of thinking in the disci-

pline, but is epistemological rather than ontological. What do we know, and can we know, 

about international relations? The discipline experienced a behavioral revolution at a time 
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when the anarchy problematique was being felt acutely: particularly in America, the advent 

of the atomic age and the context of the Cold War made the development of a science of 

international politics an urgent requirement. Stanley Hoffmann has described IR as an 

óAmericanô social science defined by its positivist proclivities and its will to make the study 

of international politics a policy science, a óhow-toô guide for wielding American power in 

its post-World War II, global role. Thus, despite the existence of a rich, philosophically-

inspired historical tradition of international political thought (see Brown, Nardin and Reng-

ger 2002), IR has not maintained a strong connection with political theory or philosophy 

since its turn to positivism, but has oriented itself towards a presentist vision of policy-

relevant science.  

However, the bedrock of positivism that has dominated the discipline since the latter 

half of the 1950s has experienced fissures of late. Confidence in the positivist schools that 

came to dominate the field since the 1970s, óneorealismô and óneoliberalismô, was funda-

mentally shaken by the failure of scholars to anticipate the events of 1989 that ended the 

Cold War and led to the break-up of the Soviet Union
6
. What, then, of prediction and con-

trol? An opening for interpretive approaches was created, and while many of these adopted 

a form of ñconstructivismò that aimed largely to fill explanatory gaps with ideational causes 

- a kind of IR positivism 2.0 - deeper challenges to positivism emerged. In 1989, Yosef 

Lapid declared the advent of a post-positivist era. New approaches challenged both the an-

archy problematique and the aims of prediction and control that had been at the center of 

the discipline for so long. The 1990s brought developments in normative IR theory, a re-

vival of the classical approach of the English School, feminist IR theory, and historical ma-

terialism and IR. It is in this milieu of a new post-positivist phase of thinking in IR that 

pragmatism has found a point of entry. When Steve Smith wrote the introduction to Inter-

national Theory: Positivism and Beyond in 1996, he posed the question, ñif we wish to 

open epistemological space for alternatives to an international relations based on empiri-

cism, what other epistemologies are availableò (1996: 22-3). His answer was that the op-

tions were two: either a discredited rationalism or pragmatism. However, in his survey of 

the emerging post-positivist approaches to IR at the time, there was little pragmatism in 

sight.  

Today is a different story. Jörg Friedrichs and Fredrick Kratochwil recently set out a 

program to introduce an alternative methodological approach in IR based on American 

pragmatism that could ñreconcile scientific inquiry with the requirements of practical rea-

sonò (2009: 703). Special issues on the topic of pragmatism and IR have been published in 

Millennium: Journal of International Studies, the Journal of International Relations and 

Development, and the International Studies Review in 2002, 2007 and 2009 respectively. 

Here I will argue that this is a critical moment to take stock of these developments, and re-

flect on where they are heading. First, in order to understand what pragmatism might bring 

to IR as a social science today, it is important to examine its history and explain why prag-

matism appears not to have registered in its past. Why, as I noted above, have the contribu-

tions of James and, especially, Dewey apparently disappeared from the early history of the 

field? Secondly, having examined what the problem was before, I go on to argue that the 

opportunity that exists today for pragmatism to influence the field is constructed upon its 

critique of empiricist epistemology, its anti-positivist credentials so to speak; its scope for 

bridging plural methods; and the broadening of our understanding of what international re-
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lations is, opening the range of possible ontological claims which the discipline finds nec-

essary at this time.  

A Historical Puzzle: Where are the Pragmatists? 

Lucian Ashworth writes that the discipline of IR ñis a twentieth century product of pre-

dominantly liberal Enlightenment concernsò (1999: 1). This raises a puzzle: why does John 

Dewey, an important figure writing on themes of liberal internationalism in his day, not re-

ally feature? Ashworth is clear that his account is a revisionist account, challenging the leg-

acy of Thucydides, Machiavelli and Hobbes in the field. However, his point is that their 

writings are not examples of IR scholarship. Instead, these writers are primarily interested 

in the domestic polity and remark on the international as a side note to the extent that an ex-

ternal dimension intercedes upon thought about the domestic. Ashworthôs claim is that En-

lightenment thinkers ï Hegel being an important exception ï linked an international project 

of perpetual peace to their plans for the domestic polity. Enlightenment themes of progress, 

political emancipation and the development of human freedom were transposed onto the 

international.  

Some argue that IR grew into a discipline from thinking of this kind represented in ac-

tion and popular journalism. W.T.R. Fox (1967: 2) attributed interest in the study of interna-

tional relations to the nineteenth century peace movements, of which James was a member, 

and wrote that this generated an interest in arbitration and international law as a vehicle for 

eliminating war, an activism that Dewey took an important position in when he became a 

leading proponent of Salmon O. Levinsonôs Outlawry of War movement after WWI. Dewey 

wrote on many themes important to liberal internationalists, such contributions making up 

almost half of two volumes of Characters and Events: Popular Essays in Social and Politi-

cal Philosophy in which Joseph Ratner collected Deweyôs political journalism in 1929. 

What unifies these writings is an underlying concern that the moral inclusion of individuals 

be made effective in the relations between states, that a new diplomacy should arise out of 

the destruction of WWI that would give recognition to the humanity of each individual and 

assist in the development of human capacities, making manifest the idea of democracy in 

international affairs. Kant and Dewey got there in different ways, but each - like the early 

20
th
 century IR scholars Ashworth discusses ï wanted to see moral value attributed to indi-

viduals in the sphere of international politics.  

And yet, if one searches not only histories of the discipline, but the books and articles 

written by early contributors to IR, it is clear that Dewey was not regarded by them as óone 

of usô. He does receive mention as an important figure lending his name and stature to the 

cause of liberal internationalism, but he was not seen as a scholar of international relations 

as such. Why? It is striking that the language Ashworth uses when he writes about early IR 

scholars, such as Alfred Zimmern, H.N. Brailsford, Norman Angell and David Mitrany, is 

that they made international relations the primary focus of their work (1998: 4). At some 

level this must be right and relevant to our puzzle here. International relations was not the 

primary focus of Deweyôs work. Dewey was a philosopher whose intellectual interests drew 

him not only to politics and international relations, but psychology, education, religion, art 

and aesthetics. Given the breadth of his interests at a time of the narrowing and profession-

alization of academic pursuits, it would have been rather remarkable for him to have made a 

impact on the new discipline of IR in addition to the other disciplines he is known to have 

influenced: psychology and education studies especially. 
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However, the ówhoô generating IR theory in the early 20th century was reasonably fluid 

in the sense that it was not being created by academics sitting in IR departments or by aca-

demics alone. As David Long writes, IR was ña fledgling social science in 1919; as such, 

there were few international theorists in the disciplinary senseò, and not even in the 1920s 

or 1930s do we see the field professionalized; ñThere was therefore a space for writers and 

publicists not located in an academic settingò (Long 1995: 303). So, if international rela-

tions theory was being created by academics who focused on IR, but did so from depart-

ments of history, law, and later politics and economics, and by non-academic writers ï e.g. 

a journalist like Walter Lippmann ï why not Dewey as an academic philosopher who wrote 

about the nature of the international, and not just on external aspects as they related to a 

theory of the state? What is so striking in relation to this question is that themes one finds in 

Deweyôs writings match up with those Long identifies in the non-academic IR he surveys. 

Among the academics writing non-academic IR he includes Laski - particularly interesting 

given what follows below - or those outside academe like J.A. Hobson, who were often 

writing on topics that preoccupied Dewey too: interdependence, the democratic control of 

international relations, non-state actors, and thinking about functionalism in the context of 

the international realm (Long 1995: 309; Cochran 2010). The volume and quality of his 

writing on these themes do not appear to have been sufficient to have made an indelible 

mark on the field. It remains a puzzle that will be raised, but not answered in this article. 

Nevertheless, Dewey had an indirect impact upon International Relations, and one that I 

will argue grows more important for the trajectory of IR as a discipline into its future. 

Dewey and the Theory of State Literature in the Pre-history of IR 

I mentioned above that the sole, brief, tantalizing, reference to Dewey appears in Brian 

Schmidtôs study, The Political Discourse of Anarchy, where he draws our attention to work 

in the early days of Political Science on the theory of the state, and claims that its discussion 

was important not only to the development of Political Science, but IR as well.Schmidt 

traces the pre-history of IR to the early 1880s, when the first school of political science 

opened at Columbia College. Early on, an influential paradigm emerged that anchored the 

discourse of political science in the theory of the state, mimicking the German Staatslehre 

(1998: 54). As the theory of the state developed in the late 19
th
 century, it became the con-

text in which both political science and the study of international relations took shape. Ac-

cording to Schmidt, ñ[t]he ontology of international relations, the character of international 

law, the possibility of a world state, the extent to which there was international organization 

and cooperation among states were all determined with respect to the theory of the stateò 

(1998: 76). Its influence was substantial in founding the discipline and Dewey made a cru-

cial intervention on the topic in 1874 in a commentary on the theory of the state as dis-

cussed by John Austin. According to Schmidt, Deweyôs views were picked up and ex-

pounded upon by an important scholar for the new discipline, Harold Laski. 

In this pre-history, an early orthodoxy emerged in the form of the juridical theory of the 

state, the conception of which owed much to Hobbes, Bodin and Austin. Schmidt notes that 

W.W. Willoughbyôs treatment of the juridical state was foundational to the discourse that 

developed in the 1900s, and the idea of international relations that he developed borrows 

from Austin (1998: 88-9). Austinôs belief that natural law can command no force with indi-

viduals in a state of nature was transposed by Willoughby onto international relations when 
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he argued that like a person, the state has a will of its own and is ñlegally supremeò
7
 with 

natural law having no more command over it than over individuals in a state of nature. This 

opened the discourse of anarchy that would, as Schmidt argues, feature throughout the de-

velopment of IR as a discipline
8
. In this formal, juridical notion of the state formulated by 

Willoughby and others in the early 20
th
 century, the core principle of the state was sover-

eignty, and sovereignty was its ñlegitimating willò
9
. It is Schmidtôs contention that juristic 

conceptions of the state came to be challenged in ways that were deeply influenced by the 

philosophy of pragmatism (1998: 99). In his essay, ñAustinôs Theory of Sovereigntyò, 

Dewey wrote that in Austin ñthere is a confusion of sovereignty with the organs of its exer-

cise, and that this confusion has for its result a radical error concerning the mode in which 

sovereignty is exercised ðan error which, so far as acted upon, is likely to result in harmò 

(EW4: 73). Why? Dewey argued that: 

 
in every existing civilized state governmental power is in the hands of a certain body of 

persons, capable of more or less accurate assignment and thus Austinôs conception seems 

to agree fairly with facts. But that there are suchdeterminate governments, is a matter ly-

ing quite outside the range of Austinôs theory; they exist precisely because large social 

forces, working through extensive periods of time, have fixed upon these governments as 

organs of expression. It is these forces, gradually crystallizing, which have determined 

governments and given them all the specific (determinate) character which they now pos-

sess. Take away the forces which are behind governmentsðwhich have made them what 

they are, and the existence and character of these governments is an accident, likely to be 

changed at any moment. Admit these forces, and, since they determine the government, 

they are sovereign (EW4: 80)
10

. 

 

According to Schmidt, Deweyôs argument resonated with Harold Laski and influenced 

Laskiôs important pluralist critique of the juridical theory of the state that gained considera-

ble momentum in the 1920s. Schmidt does not provide textual evidence for the claim, how-

ever, Laski certainly read Dewey, and referred to Deweyôs essay on Austin in his book, The 

Foundations of Sovereignty and Other Essays (1921). Laski was working at the New Re-

public when Dewey was one of its regular contributors. 

The emerging pluralist position, as Ellen Deborah Ellis characterized it in 1920, was to 

deny ñthe essential unity and absoluteness of the state and sovereigntyò
11

. Dewey made his 

own contribution in 1920 when he asked whether the state 

 
is not just an instrumentality for promoting andprotecting other and more voluntary forms 

of association, rather than a supreme end in itselféAs they [voluntary associations] de-

velop in number andimportance, the state tends to become more and more a regulator and 

                                                           
7
 Willoughby as quoted in Schmidt, 1998: 88. 

8
 Schmidt writes the idea that the study of IR consists principally of ñissues arising from the existence of sov-

ereign states in the absence of a higher central authorityò gives the discipline its ñdistinct discursive identityò. 
(1998: 41).  

9
 Willoughby as quoted in Schmidt, 1998: 88. 

10
 Dewey reflects again on the theory of the state, invoking Austin in his 1888 essay, ñThe Ethics of Democ-

racyò (EW 1: 227-249). In making his argument for an organic conception of society in which ñsociety exists for 
and by individualsò, Dewey writes, ñ[t]he English theory, as presented by Hobbes and worked out by Austin, vir-
tually makes it [sovereignty] consist in irresponsible power (EW 1: 236). Interestingly, in this same essay, Dewey 
also remarks on J.C. Bluntschli ós organism, and Schmidt refers to Blunschli as a contributor to the theoretical 
discourse of the state that influenced IR. Clearly, Dewey was a participant in this scholarly debate within political 
science in a way he did not seem to be as IR got underway post WWI. 

11
 Ellis as quoted in Schmidt, 1998: 164. 
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adjuster among them; defining the limits of their actions, preventing and settling conflicts 

(MW 12:196).  

 

Dewey likened the state to the conductor of an orchestra, saying the ñstate remains high-

ly importantðbut its importance consists more and more in its power to foster and coordi-

nate the activities of voluntary groupings.ò Those groupings, which promote a diversity of 

goods, are the ñreal social unitsò, not states for Dewey. Thus, Dewey claims that 

ñ[p]luralism is well ordained in present political practice and demands a modification of 

hierarchical and monistic theoryò (MW 12: 196). It is also important to note here that Dew-

ey did not fail to comment on pluralism in relation to the international sphere, writing that: 

1) the ñabnormally supreme positionò that states assume in war has led to the ñincreased 

demoralizationò of the institution of war; and 2) that voluntary associations ñdo not coin-

cide with political boundariesò, but are transnational. In general, there has been a ñgrowthò 

of the international, of which these unbounded voluntary associations are a part. Thus, he 

concludes that ñinternationalism is not an aspiration but a fact, not a sentimental ideal but a 

forceò which compromises the traditional dogma of exclusive national sovereignty.It is the 

vogue of this doctrine, or dogma, that presents the strongest barrier to the effective
-

formation of an international mindò (MW 12: 197)
12

.  

Laski similarly believed that the facts just didnôt match up with what was being claimed 

in the juridical theory of the state. His aim was to reconstruct political theory such that it 

reflected ñinstitutions more fitted to the needs we confrontò; that is, a pluralistic state that 

substitutes ñcoordination for a hierarchical structureò (Laski 1921: vii). Like Dewey, Laski 

argues that human association manifests itself in many ways and believes these voluntary 

associations to be important, possessing a kind of sovereignty in themselves which runs 

counter to the monistôs assertion that the sovereignty of the state is indivisible or omnipo-

tent. However, as Schmidt points out, Laskiôs empirical assertion is followed by a norma-

tive one, and we find the same in Dewey too: the claim that the sovereign state is not an end 

in itself, deserving of the moral rights conferred on it by a now compromised juridical theo-

ry of the state. As Laski writes, ñadvocates of pluralism are convinced that this is both ad-

ministratively incomplete and ethically inadequate.ò
13

 Finally, there are international impli-

cations of the pluralist critique for Laski as well. The juridical theory of the state was get-

ting in the way of thinking about the international realm properly, and that it was ñonly by 

the abrogation of the idea of sovereignty in international affairs that is there any real pro-

spect of the working of international ideas being placed upon a basis at once successful and 

soundò (Laski 1927: 290).  

IR was starting to come into its own at this point, amounting to more than side commen-

tary on the external features of sovereignty as it pertained to a political theory of the state. 

And Dewey played, at the very least, an indirect part in this transformation, shaping the 

pluralism that directed the study of IR towards ways of thinking about the facts of interna-

tional interdependence, and about how to manage it better than the juridical sovereign state 

concept had made possible. Along with the pluralism that impacted and influenced interwar 

IR came a will to mitigate the effects of anarchy and reform international relations, placing 

the study of international organization at the center of what IR does. And it is important to 

                                                           
12
The use of the term, óinternational mindô by Dewey in this essay and others (e.g. ñEmancipation of the In-

ternational Spiritò, LW 3: 349) demonstrates his emersion in the scholarship of the liberal internationalists who 
were building IR, since the concept features in important works by two early notables in IR, Alfred Zimmern and 
Nicholas Murray Butler (also the President of Columbia University who hired Dewey and brought him to New 
York in February of 1905). 

13
As quoted in Schmidt, 1998: 165. 
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underscore now, because of the direction the study of IR took after WWII, and the tar of 

ñutopianismò that E.H. Carrôs book The Twenty Yearsô Crisis: 1919-1939 brushed over the 

work of liberal internationalists, that it did so not out of wishful, idealistic thinking, but out 

of keen attention to reality: their world was strikingly global and a new interstate organiza-

tion for managing the growth of international forces that were reaching beyond the control 

of sovereign states ï The League of Nations ï had emerged. These phenomena required 

careful, dedicated study
14

. Dewey agreed. Rebuilding after WWI required an acknowl-

edgement that the Westphalian model of state sovereignty was an anachronism; that a new 

diplomacy was needed to coordinate cooperation in directing the forces of interdependence 

so as to improve the life chances of all, rather than the interests of states narrowly interpret-

ed; and that trans-boundary voluntary associations should unite as international publics to 

assist in shaping a more inclusive world politics, not leaving it to states alone (Cochran 

2010).  

The scholarly concerns of Dewey and the liberal internationalists were bracketed in the 

discipline for a good fifty or more years. The naiveté associated with liberal international-

ism has been so great as to hide from view the connection of their pluralism with forms of 

pluralist critique that were to follow later in the discipline that shone light on cooperation 

and actors other than states in world affairs, e.g. transnationalism, functionalism, and com-

plex interdependence (Schmidt 1998: 237). Additionally, their marginalization would not 

only narrow what was seen in the world as worthy of empirical investigation, but it would 

put a brake on normative inquiry almost altogether. Remember, the challenge of pluralism 

was an empirical as well as a normative challenge to the prevailing theory of the state. After 

WWII, the anarchy problematique submerged the interest that pluralists such as Dewey and 

Laski had demonstrated in questions of justice and the moral inclusion of individuals in 

world politics. It would not be until the rekindling of normative theory in IR in the late 

1980s and early 1990s that a passage such as Laskiôs would resonate again:  

 
[p]olitically, in its judgment of what it is entitled to do, a state considers not the interest of 

humanity as a whole, not the obvious precepts of judgment and right, but the basest con-

siderations of expediency, as it chooses to interpret them. A state becomes, in short, the 

judge of its own cause, and it is elementary that that is a denial of justice. (Laski 1927: 

290). 

 

As we shall now see, that would be an important opening for Dewey too, in which he 

would feature not only in the normative IR literature, but in 21
st
 century calls for re-

examining methodologies in IR. 

Emerging from a Deep Winter: Pragmatism and Contemporary IR 

The IR discipline may have grown out of liberal Enlightenment concerns, but such con-

cerns experienced a deep winter. As I indicated in the introduction, this was not only due to 

the ontological implications of the anarchy problematique. The winter was made harsher by 

methodological preoccupations of molding IR into a proper science. IR scholarship during 

                                                           
14

 Indeed, Carr is credited with framing the first great debate in IR between idealism and realism, the effects 
of which have been so lasting that articles and books are still being written today challenging its thesis that the 
idealists or utopians ï as the liberal internationalists were labeled ï were out of touch with the realities of world 
politics. Schmidtôs attention to pluralism and its significance for the pre-history of IR does the discipline the great 
favor of reminding it that the liberal internationalists built their contribution to the discipline challenging what was 
perceived to be reality then. In addition to Schmidt, see Wilson 1998 and Osiander 1998.  
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the interwar years was not without aims to science, but these aims were not as yet backed 

by the full-blown positivism that was to develop after IR experienced its behavioral revolu-

tion in the mid-1950s.  

The influence of pragmatism in philosophy had long since waned as well, overtaken by 

analytical philosophy. However, before the aim of replacing ñideographic statements with 

empirical generalisationsò (Wilson 1998: 10) won the day, realist scholars such as Reinhold 

Neibuhr and Hans Morgenthau who formulated their thought more traditionally in terms of 

organizing ideas and concepts, did engage with pragmatism, and Deweyôs philosophy in 

particular (Bauer and Brigi 2009: 165). This engagement does not register in the discipline 

either, even though realismôs own brand of traditionalism held sway for some time beyond 

the mid-1950s in the work of not just Morgenthau and Neibuhr, but Henry Kissinger, 

George Kennan, Raymond Aron, John Herz, and Martin Wight
15

. Science was not their 

plea, but rather the need to shift the focus of IR onto power and politics, over cooperation 

and international law and organization. Attention was thrown back onto sovereign states 

and their rational will as unitary actors to seek power and calculate interest in terms of 

power. The Hobbes-Austinian theory of the state that Dewey had criticised was back with a 

vengeance. 

Positivism settled upon the discipline in waves that grew more forceful over time. Posi-

tivism in IR is unified by four basic propositions: 1) belief in the unity of science; 2) com-

mitment to a strict fact/value separation; 3) belief in the existence of regularities in the so-

cial as well as the natural world that licenses deductive-nomological and inductive-

statistical forms of covering law explanation; and 4) empirical validation, falsification, be-

ing viewed as proper inquiry (Smith 1996: 16). Positivism hit IR as behaviorism in the way 

it did across the social sciences in the mid-20
th
 century. The behavioralists looked for eter-

nal laws of international politics left uninvestigated within the classical foundations of real-

ism. The avowed óscientistsô began to take a grip on the IR discipline beginning in the late 

1950s. Morton Kaplanôs book, System and Process in International Politics (1957) is an 

exemplar and demonstrates ña firm commitment to the noncircular objectivity of scienceò 

(Kaplan 2000: 696). However, at the same time, a traditional realism of the kind found in 

the English School, registered a challenge: Hedley Bullôs critique of the American science 

of IR from the vantage point of his particular ñclassical approachò (Bull 1966). More theo-

retical challenges were to follow, what Michael Banks labels ñpost-behavioralismò in IR, 

exemplified by John Burtonôs cobweb model of international relations as opposed to the 

classic billiard ball model of realism that was carried forward by the scientists
16

. These 

challenges of the late 60s were followed by the rise of theories of transnationalism and in-

terdependence that were a reaction to the weakness of states in the face of challenges like 

the oil crisis of the early 1970s.  

                                                           
15

 I have found one other reference to pragmatism from this period in a 1955 review article on methodology 
for political science which argues in a section on ñThe Problem of Knowledgeò, that a grounding in the philosoph-
ic aspects of method (rationalism, empiricism, positivism, logical positivism) is important. It refers readers to 
Dewey and Bentleyôs co-authored book, Knowing and the Known (largely because of Bentleyôs early work on the 
processes of government being of interest to political scientist), but urges readers to dig deeper and look at almost 
anything within pragmatism to gain a background in what ñhas been so influential in the philosophy of science and 
social scienceò (Driscoll and Hyneman, 1955: 14). In America at this time and still today, IR is a subfield taught 
within political science departments at most universities. 

16
 John Burton, an Australian diplomat who became a UK-based academic, developed a óworld societyô ap-

proach that was inspired by behavioralism, but he employed it for purposes different than those found in the US. 
Where behavioralism served to provide a more scientific basis for realism in the US, óworld societyô theorists used 
behavioralism to challenge the state-centric assumptions of realists, including those of the English school. They 
also employed it differently in the sense that they were less zealous in regard to quantification (Banks 1984). 
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The next significant positivist wave hit as détente gave way to a second Cold War, and 

realism resurged in the form of a structural explanation for the logic of power politics, pro-

vided by Kenneth Waltz in his book, Theory of International Politics (1979). Waltzôs struc-

tural realism, or neorealism as work of this genre also came to be known, represented the 

high tide of positivism that took hold of the discipline for approximately ten years. While 

the neoliberal critique continued to flourish, growing out of work on transnationalism, 

complex interdependence and later regime theory, it was only a mild ontological tweaking 

of the anarchy problematique; it held that states remained the most significant actors and 

that power and politics should continue to be the focus of attention in IR, but stressed that a 

realm of cooperation in the rules, norms, principles and institutions of international politics 

existed. But, while it echoed the earlier liberal belief in the possibility of international or-

ganization, ñneoliberalismò did not share their normative concerns, and it cannot be con-

strued as an epistemological challenge to neorealism. Indeed, neoliberal critics applauded 

structural realism for having put the discipline as a whole on a secure scientific footing, 

which is a powerful reason why this contemporary expression of pluralism was so out of 

touch with the interwar pluralists, and did not acknowledge its connection to ideas like 

those of Dewey.  

This degree of epistemological dominance, such that even the challengers of the leading 

paradigm accepted its epistemological and methodological priorities with only a small qual-

ification of what was to be the subject matter of IR, led to two reactions. First, some got 

busy generating the empirical data, either to substantiate the generalizable, structural theory 

of international competition set in motion by Waltz, or to round out that theory, examining 

how structural competition within anarchy impacted cooperation demonstrated in the sys-

tem. Second, some desperately sought ways of thinking outside of the prevailing and pow-

erful status quo, often by getting back to political theory and philosophy. Thus, pragma-

tismôs first significant point of entry into contemporary IR was through Rortyôs critique of 

the correspondence theory of truth, which was used in attempts to carve out a position be-

yond positivism in IR (Smith 1996, Cochran 1996, and Puchala 1995). Post-positivism has 

since gained a foothold, and new methodological avenues are being explored, as are the 

subjects fit for examination within the discipline. It is in this context that pragmatism is 

gaining significance for contemporary IR.  

Themes of Pragmatism in Contemporary IR 

ñReaders of the contemporary literature in international relations [IR] increasingly find 

calls for a pragmatic reorientation in theorizing the fieldò (Kratochwil 2011: 200). Where a 

survey of the early period of IR yields little mention of American pragmatism, such a sur-

vey today produces rather different results. The majority of interventions on pragmatic 

themes, and the ones that resonate most in the discipline today, are those that aim to shed 

new light on the epistemological and methodological debates in which IR has been caught 

up since the 1970s. For example, Friedrich and Kratochwil write that they do not turn to 

pragmatism to be freed of such considerations; in the face of IRôs failure to secure founda-

tions of knowledge, to say ñanything goesò is not an option. Instead, they use pragmatism 

ñas an instrument to go about research with an appropriate degree of epistemological and 

methodological awarenessò (2009: 707). What they value in pragmatism is its recognition 

that knowledge generation is a social, discursive activity, and that the aim of pragmatist in-

quiry is to produce useful knowledge. In particular, they believe abduction is a ñgood betò 

as a Pragmatist research methodology for IR, not the only possible one, but the one they 
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choose to develop. And they are not alone. Others invoke Peirce and abduction as a re-

search methodology with benefits for IR (Rytovuori-Apunen: 2009; Finnemore 2003: 13, 

Ruggie 1998a: 94), however, Friedrichs, Kratochwil and Rytovuori-Apunen are the first to 

have provided a thorough engagement with what abduction represents methodologically; 

that is, the pragmatist philosophy that animates it
17

. 

Sil and Katzenstein are also of the view that the paradigmatic debates of IR could do 

with pragmatic interrogation. They advocate an opening out, a breaking of the constraints 

placed on social scientific inquiry in IR by ñparadigm boundò scholarship, and propose that 

ñanalytic eclecticismò, inspired by pragmatism, could prove to be fruitful in this respect. 

They describe as óeclecticô:  

 
any approach that seeks to extricate, translate, and selectively integrate analytic elements 

ï concepts, logics, mechanisms, and interpretations - of theories or narrative that have 

been developed within separate paradigms but that address related aspects of substantive 

problems that have both scholarly and practical significance (Sil and Katzenstein 2010: 

10).  

 

Analytic eclecticism draws on pragmatism in three ways. First, it finds the success of a 

knowledge claim is in its practical consequences: whether, as Dewey writes, it helps schol-

ars and citizens integrate óknowingô and ñdoingô. Secondly, it takes from Rorty the idea that 

ñthere are no constraints on inquiry save conversational onesò, and prioritizes inclusive dia-

logue with all who could be interlocutors. And thirdly, it draws on Meadôs symbolic inter-

actionism for its pragmatist understanding of agency, structure and identity (Sil 2009: 561). 

Sil and Katzenstein acknowledge that their appropriations may seem crude to those who 

know the philosophy of pragmatism well, but that the dialogue needs to get started, and 

once it has, what remains awkward in its appropriations from pragmatism and their implica-

tions for IR can be worked out along the way (2010: 47)
18

.  

A survey of pragmatist influences in the contemporary IR field yields much more be-

sides. There are claims to pragmatismôs benefit, and in some cases neo-pragmatismôs (Ror-

tyôs), for the discipline in the following: bridge-building, synthesis and dialogue creation 

across IR paradigms (Sil and Katzenstein 2010, Hellmann 2003, Checkel 2005, Cochran 

2000); in theory cumulation or progress (Isacoff 2005, Chernoff 2004); as an alternative 

idea of what it means to be a social science (Jackson 2011 and 2010; Cochran 2002b); as a 

praxis-based philosophy (Friedrich and Kratochwil 2009; Owen 2002 Bohman 2002); as a 

multiperspectival theory (Bohman 2002); for its invocation of language, metaphor, rhetoric 

(Sil and Katzenstein 2010; Kornprobst 2009 Cochran 2001b); on ontology (Kurki 2008); on 

debates about state-personhood (Franke and Roos 2010); and for thinking about founda-

tions for judgment, ethical or otherwise, in areas such as foreign policy making (Aalto 

2011; Cochran 2001a), universal human rights (Wheeler and Dunne 1998; Brown 1997), 

intervention (Bellamy 2002; Wheeler 1997), migrants (Parker and Brassatt 2005); on 

boundaries (Festenstein 2002); public spheres, global and regional governance (Bray 2010; 

                                                           
17

Peirce is also invoked in another context by Fred Chernoff (2004), who draws upon Peirceôs account of sci-
entific progress to demonstrate that the literature on the democratic peace theory has achieved óprogressô of a kind 
found in the natural sciences. 

18
 In Sil and Katzenstein (2010: 45-47), the authors offer four broad pragmatist ideas about social inquiry that 

have influenced their work. The first principle is by and large the same as above. The second, principle is the third 
in the 2010 version. Mead and symbolic interactionism remain, but another pragmatist principle is added: that 
knowledge must adapt to novel experiences and changing circumstances. 
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Wood 2011; Cochran 2010, 2008, 2002a; Bohman 2005; Brunkhorst 2002; Albert and 

Kopp-Malek 2002). 

To what do we owe this rich state of affairs? Pragmatism experienced a revival begin-

ning in the 1980s in the form of the neo-pragmatisms of Richard Bernstein, Richard Rorty, 

and Hilary Putnam. Rortyôs anti-representational epistemology and idea of cultural critique 

was an important source of IRôs re-engagement with pragmatism just at the time it was 

looking for sources of philosophical inspiration, and it stimulated curiosity in the work of 

the classical pragmatists, especially Dewey, the writer to whom Rorty gave the most credit 

for influencing his approach to philosophy. This is significant, but so too is the constructiv-

ist turn in IR that is often credited for the blossoming of pragmatism in the field 

(Kratochwil 2011; Widmaier 2004).  

Constructivism broke through to become the ñthird partyò in what looked to be only a 

two-party, positivist system of IR scholarship; a breakthrough confirmed by the inclusion of 

constructivist thinkers in the 50
th
 anniversary issue of International Organization on the 

topic of óExploration and Contestation in the Study of World Politicsò (Finnemore and Sik-

kink 1998). According to Alexander Wendt, a key constructivist innovator, there are two 

basic insights behind the constructivist challenge to the ñneo-neoò orthodoxy: first, ñthat the 

structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather than mate-

rial forcesò; and secondly, ñthat the identities and interests of purposive actors are con-

structed by these shared ideas rather than given by natureò (1999: 1). Thus, the causal pow-

ers attributed to the structure of the international system are not given, as assumed by neo-

realists and neo-liberals, but instead, are shaped by the way anarchy is constructed in the 

social practices that exist between states; the way anarchy constrains is down to how anar-

chy is construed by state actors within the system. From this beginning, the reconnection 

with political theory, philosophy and social theory in American IR begins anew. As Wendt 

writes, the effects of anarchy could be something quite apart from what the anarchy prob-

lematique suggests; and manifest as Hobbesian, Lockean or even Kantian cultures (1999: 

246-312). In view of our interest in the links between pragmatism and IR, it is significant 

that Wendt describes his own, highly influential, position ï first presented in his often-cited 

1992 article, ñAnarchy is What States Make of It: the Social Construction of Power Poli-

ticsò, but significantly elaborated in his book, Social Theory of International Politics ï as a 

synthesis of structuration theory and symbolic interactionism, modeled in large part upon 

the work of George Herbert Mead (Wendt 1999: 143). 

It is therefore no surprise that one finds calls for a new ñconstructive pragmatismò, or 

ñpragmatic constructivismò, to take the discipline beyond its paradigm debates and on to-

wards dialogue, synthesis and progress in our knowledge (Kratochwil 2011; Hellmann 

2003; Haas and Haas 2002; Widmaier 2004). However, I would argue that these are unnec-

essarily conservative estimations of the benefit pragmatism can bring to the discipline. I 

agree with Rupra Sil, who writes  

 
[c]onstructivism may be marginally more receptive to aspects of pragmatist thought (for 

example, Gould and Onuf 2008; Haas and Haas 2008), but most Constructivists in the 

United States remain óconventionalô (Checkel 2007) in the sense that their rejection of the 

ontologies underlying realism and liberalism has not been accompanied by a fundamental 

challenge to epistemological and methodological perspectives derived from analytic phi-

losophy (2009: 648). 

 

This might find agreement from IR constructivists of a different stripe, such as those 

whom John Ruggie describes as aiming ñto resist the influence of American social scien-
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tific modes of analysisò (1998: 862). There is diversity apparent within constructivism. 

First, there are those who would be labelled along with Wendt and Ruggie as the main-

stream within constructivism and who are interested in causation, albeit of a different, more 

ideational, kind from what positivists in IR had previously realised. Second, there are those 

who take interpretation further down and do the ñresistingò that Ruggie suggests, who are 

not interested in a strict idea of social science, whether it be what constructivists like Rug-

gie, Finnemore, Katzenstein, or Klotz have endorsed as a neo-classical variant; or the natu-

ralistic idea put forward by Wendt and Dessler.  

Constructivism has played an important role in providing a point of entry for pragma-

tism by the simple fact that it stresses the role social interaction plays in making our world, 

and opens opportunities for seeing different ñthingsò in that world as well as the possibility 

for changing what we see for the better. However, what it has not gone on to do is the anal-

ysis of social values attached to social interaction. For all the interest constructivists have 

shown in identifying and examining the international norms that impact the social behav-

iors of states, and more recently the behaviors of a range of other kinds of actors too - inter-

governmental and non-governmental actors ï the positivist bias of the discipline that has 

bifurcated empirical from normative lines of inquiry has not been broken, not even within 

constructivism. And this is another area in which constructivism, and IR more generally, 

needs pragmatism too. 

Evaluating Social Facts in IR 

Normative IR theory is largely a product of British IR, and this can in part be attributed 

to the fact that the óbehavioural revolutionô that had lasting repercussions for American IR, 

did not take a solid hold of the British IR community. Where normative and empirical 

forms of political inquiry had come to be viewed in American IR as separate and markedly 

different enterprises, with the latter emerging as overwhelmingly dominant, there was no 

similar decoupling in British IR. The empirical work conducted by writers who established 

what is known as the óEnglish Schoolô, or the international society perspective, was com-

parative-historical and its interpretive methods were less at variance with normative analy-

sis than American proclivities towards scientific hypothesis-testing. Those associated with 

the English school, recognizing the mark scientific theories were making upon the disci-

pline, laboured to demonstrate the paucity of empirical work pursued independently of 

thought about standards for evaluating international political action. Theirs was a óclassical 

approachô as Hedley Bull called it and he distinguished it from the new orthodoxy of the 

scientific approach in American IR, which held:  

 
assumptions, in particular about the moral simplicity of problems of foreign policy, the 

existence of ósolutionsô to these problems, the receptivity of policy-makers to the fruits of 

research, and the degree of control and manipulation that can be exerted over the whole 

diplomatic field by any one country. (Bull 1966: 376) 

 

By the late 1970s, British IR scholar James Mayall was writing that ñwe have seen the 

collapse of this óvalue-freeô social science and now accept that values have to be brought 

into IR theory, the question is howò (1978: 122). 

One answer to this óhowô question was the development of normative IR theory in the 

UK, in part as a response to perceived deficiencies within English School itself. The Eng-

lish school did not eschew ethical judgement altogether, but it often allowed its historical 
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analysis of the actually-existing pattern of international order to dominate its views on the 

reasonableness of different ethical choices, particularly between the intersocietal values of 

order and justice and often prioritized order in the context of the Cold War. While they saw 

normative analysis as necessary to inquiry into the nature of international society, the Eng-

lish schoolôs capacity for normative theorizing was limited by their unwillingness to make 

judgements when values conflicted, either across moral traditions in Western thought or 

across plural cultural traditions in diverse political societies. Theirs was a propensity for 

ódetachmentô and the less controversial task of laying out a rich panoply of patterns in 

which humans have reflected on the world and its organization (Wight 1991). The school 

did not have an answer to the óhowô question and avoided moral-philosophical reasoning, 

prompting the growth of normative IR in the UK. The critique that emerged of the School 

from normative IR was for its presumption of the good of the society of states because of 

the order it creates (Frost 1996: 115). Normative IR challenged the School to defend what 

normative value there is in international society and to think about an alternative organizing 

concept for the study of IR: what if we put justice rather than order at the centre of our in-

quiries into world affairs. The difficulty is that the English school lacked a method for do-

ing this kind of inquiry, and constructivists have the same problem today.  

Even though Ruggie had the English school in mind when he said that he would not in-

clude under his umbrella of ñconstructivismò those whose analysis failed to fall in line with 

the aims of American social science, many comparisons have been drawn between the Eng-

lish School and constructivism
19

. I am going to offer another, a suggestion that has yet to be 

made: neither of these approaches is self-consciously pragmatist in a methodological sense, 

but both encounter the same obstacle in their efforts to theorize change in international so-

ciety, and the impact of change on the international norms which are the bread and butter of 

what each does. How is change to be directed? What is the moral or social value of norms, 

and what is lost, what is gained in the course of change? English school and constructivist 

scholars who are genuinely interested in such questions will have to study norms in the con-

text of their normativity; that is, the processes of valuation that go on in the practices of in-

ternational society. Both the English school and constructivists should be more interested in 

how valuation is done. Here is where pragmatism has more to offer than has hitherto been 

appreciated. 

As noted above, one of the lessons that IR scholars have taken from pragmatism is to let 

methodological pluralism thrive; but this should extend too to the pragmatist research strat-

egies from which we draw. Dewey offers a method of normative social inquiry that brings 

together empirical and normative lines of inquiry backed by a philosophy of valuation. Ab-

duction is one method to be drawn from pragmatism, and I do not doubt that Friedrichs and 

Kratochwil are right that it is a ñgood betò. Yet, if social scientific knowledge is purposeful, 

and the value of such knowledge is determined by ñhow it enables orientation in the social 

world, including the tractability of relevant social problemsò (Friedrichs and Kratochwil 

2009: 706), then consideration is essential of the role moral judgment plays not only in the 

act of seeking knowledge for purposes of orientation, but in thinking about the tractable in 

world politics and what action might be taken in relation to it. This suggests that valuation 

                                                           
19

 Scholars in the UK who have written about the English Schoolôs constructivist credentials include Dunne 
1995, 1998; and Buzan 2001. American constructivists who acknowledge early constructivist insights in the work 
of the English School include: Klotz 1995; Finnemore 1996; Ruggie 1998; Keck and Sikkink 1998. For a view 
from an Australian who has spent time in both contexts and thought about the synergies of each approach, see Re-
us-Smit, C. 2002. This engagement has done much to revitalize the English school since the passing of its key 
members; in fact, a new English School section of the International Studies Association was created in 2003. 
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too could be an important pragmatist research tool in assisting orientation in the social 

world. We should not let the idea drop, perhaps out of residues of dichotomous fact/value, 

empirical/normative thinking, that other avenues of pragmatist research may be worthy of 

our interest and Deweyôs valuation is one such method. As Peter Manicas wrote in the first 

volume of the symposia:  

 
Dewey believed, rightly, that human sciences could help us to understand ourselves: how 

we think and inquire and why, when thinking and inquiry is successful, it is successful. 

They would give us insight into what were our genuine interests and purposes and their 

relations, and most obviously, they would give us an understanding of the obstacles in 

present arrangements that keep us from realizing our genuine interests and purposes 

(Manicas 2011: 16). 

 

For their different reasons, when scholars of the English School, constructivism or any 

other, even pragmatist-inspired, approach to IR conclude that there is little point in inquir-

ing into the nature of values in international relations, what is good or what is bad, they are 

missing a key point of Deweyôs philosophy. There is no problem of knowledge in relation 

to the truth of a value; there is instead, warranted assertability to be found in the clues pro-

vided in the particular social values of the communities sharing in a problem, clues which 

are rendered through a working method of inquiry. The aim of Deweyôs method is formu-

lated simply too: to illuminate what our actually existing purposes are and the obstacles in 

their way as we work to adapt better to our changing world. As Dewey writes, our ends-inï

view are but hypotheses to be tested in present conditions and can alter our ways of dealing 

with social issues for the better or not (LW 12: 491). The proof, or warranted assertablility, 

is in the doing and in the outcomes of their application helpfully working for those con-

cerned. 

Thus, what distinguishes the philosophy of valuation and the method of Deweyan in-

quiry in IR is its scrutiny of: 1) social values and the reasoning associated with those val-

ues; 2) the interrelation of social values with the facts of problems found in international 

society; and 3) a critical method of intelligence with a view towards uncovering, or con-

structing where needed, an integrative value for improved problem-solving in the manage-

ment of international society. Efforts at valuation in future research could add insight into 

what social values are at play in contemporary international affairs, and how an expansion 

of value horizons might facilitate the creation of a coherent conceptual framework for artic-

ulating common goals within the international practice of issue domains, like nuclear 

weapons or climate change, where there is clearly an acute problematic situation, but no 

agreement on what exactly the problem is among the parties who share in the problem.  

Conclusion 

Since the positivist grip on the discipline of IR has loosened, numerous approaches have 

found space within which to develop: constructivism, a revitalized English school, and 

normative approaches drawing upon a range of thinking from classical international politi-

cal thought to Frankfurt School critical theory, French poststructuralism, feminism, and 

American pragmatism too. Each of these new approaches shares Deweyôs conviction that 

social learning can and does take place at the international level in response to changed in-

ternational conditions. International institutions and international norms have grown more 

extensive and encompassing in the years since the classical pragmatists were writing. Do 

international social conditions today reflect what the liberal internationalists aimed to de-
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scribe and understand, the possibility of making social institutions better with the ends of 

individuals in view? Is there scope for thinking about justice as well as anarchy in the study 

of international relations? On the long view, writers like Osiander (1998) believe the so-

called óidealistsô performed better at seeing the future of IR than the realists of that first 

great debate in IR.  

It has been the claim of this article, that in the early days of the discipline pragmatism 

did not really feature, but for Deweyôs indirect contribution to the theory of the state. How-

ever, this contribution was not insignificant. It holds many lessons for the pluralisms that 

were to follow
20

 in the ontological sense of what counts for study in the discipline. The 

shame is the disconnect created by the epistemological proclivities of IR when those new 

pluralisms were flourishing; there was no hook up to those lessons and so pragmatismôs 

relevance only really surged when the discipline began to break free from the dominance of 

positivism. The discipline first turned to pragmatism as a critique of the assumptions of 

positivism, and to shape its calls for methodological pluralism. A further shame would be to 

leave it there. There is more that pragmatism has to offer: Deweyôs philosophy of valuation 

and method of normative social inquiry was the one highlighted here. There may be others. 

But note that when we look back to the key formative moment of the IR discipline after 

WWI, and we cannot seem to find pragmatism there, even at a time when its philosophy 

was ascendant, a new, still plastic discipline was on the rise, and that philosophy was 

speaking to it, one can only call it a missed opportunity. Now, here comes another oppor-

tunity. IR is calling you, the philosophers of pragmatism. Sil and Katzenstein admit that 

their borrowings from pragmatism are crude and that they will need assistance in its appli-

cation to analytic eclecticism along the way. The substantive concerns of James and Dewey 

at least stand as evidence that there is no reason why philosophers should turn away from 

international problems. Will philosophical pragmatists demonstrate an interest in interna-

tional relations once again? 
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