
Abstract
The revival of philosophical pragmatism has
generated a wealth of intramural debates
between neopragmatists like Richard Rorty
and contemporary scholars devoted to expli-
cating the classical pragmatism of John
Dewey and William James. Of all these
internecine conflicts, the most divisive con-
cerns the status of language and experience
in pragmatist philosophy. Contemporary
scholars of classical pragmatism defend expe-
rience as the heart of pragmatism while neo-
pragmatists drop the concept of experience
in favor of a thoroughly linguistic pragma-
tism. I argue that both positions engender
formidable risks. After discussing the present
impasse, I describe a third version of prag-
matism which involves a reconstruction of
the classical pragmatist concept of experience
in light of the criticisms of foundationalism
crucial to the neopragmatist linguistic turn.
This third version of pragmatism does justice
to both Rorty and Dewey by focusing on
experience as a temporal field.
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Experience and Language in
Contemporary Pragmatism
The revival of pragmatism by contempo-
rary philosophers such as Richard Rorty,
Hilary Putnam, and Robert Brandom has
generated a wealth of intramural debates
between these upstart neopragmatists and
contemporary scholars of classical pragma-
tism devoted to the work of Charles Peirce,
William James, and John Dewey. Of all the
internecine conflicts which continue to
rage, perhaps the most ink has been spilled
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over issues concerning the relative priority of language and experience
in pragmatism. While defenders of classical pragmatism defend experi-
ence as the conceptual center of an experiential pragmatism, Rorty and
many other neopragmatists drop the concept of experience altogether
in favor of a thoroughly linguistic pragmatism. While this is certainly
not the only debate burning between upstart neopragmatists and con-
temporary classical pragmatists, it is very much a hot point according
to a number of recent surveys of pragmatism by esteemed intellectual
historians including James Kloppenberg, Robert Westbrook, and Mar-
tin Jay.1 This is one issue on which nearly everyone agrees that there is
an important split within the heart of pragmatism itself.

This essay is offered as a proposal that we now begin to view this
debate in a different manner, namely from the perspective of its forth-
coming resolution. Rather than understanding experiential primaprag-
matism2 and linguistic neopragmatism as two opposed camps, it is time
to consider the possibility of yet another stage in pragmatist thought
which will combine the best insights of each of its predecessors. This
would require reinterpreting this intramural debate such that
primapragmatism and neopragmatism could be seen as two moments
in a broader pragmatist sweep. This revision would be in keeping with
the temperament of pragmatism itself insofar as it would prove prag-
matism capacious enough to house both of its major moments. This
attempt at a resolution need not, of course, involve denying that there
are other important areas of conflict separating Rorty and Brandom
from Dewey and James. Certainly there are. My goal here is only to rec-
oncile some of the central issues concerning language and experience. It
is my hope that this will then allow other points of disagreement, which
are potentially of far greater moment, to come to the foreground.

It is worth clarifying at the outset the relevance of these matters to
other debates taking place outside of the narrow context of pragmatist
scholarship. For the intramural debate amongst the pragmatists I am
here considering recapitulates larger debates central throughout much of
modern philosophy. These debates concern the traditional epistemolog-
ical issue of the relation between our knowledge and the realities which
this knowledge is about. These debates have returned time and time
again to the familiar stand-off between those who hold that any claim to
truth stands in need of some final extra-human arbiter which makes
truths true (foundationalists, realists, externalists) and those who adopt
the view that internal factors such as coherence among beliefs is all we
could ever need to settle any practical dispute regarding competing truth
claims (nominalists, anti-realists, internalists). The latter camps affirm,
while the former camps deny, that our beliefs do not really aim at a truth
adequate to reality so much as a justification of these beliefs to other
rational beings. This debate has loomed large in a variety of contempo-
rary philosophical scenes, from contemporary analytic epistemology, to
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the Hermeneutikstreit between Habermas and Gadamer, to scholarship
on the epistemological status of discourse and language in the work of
thinkers such as Foucault and Wittgenstein. Of further note is the
appearance of this debate in other disciplinary contexts, most notably
history and political theory.3

I point all this out simply to indicate the breadth of many of the
philosophical issues featured in the debates between the pragmatist
metaphysicians of experience and the pragmatist philosophers of lan-
guage. Of course, there remain important differences such that the
internecine pragmatist debates will not always result in consequences
which will be useful elsewhere. All this goes toward stating the obvious:
the solution which I sketch below for overcoming the impasse between
the two pragmatist camps is by no means a complete solution to the
larger epistemological problems at the heart of other domains of con-
temporary philosophy and yet at the same time a resolution of these
issues internal to pragmatism still offers at the very least a promising
new approach to these problems as they arise in other contexts.4

The Primapragmatist Defense of Experience
Rorty’s revival of pragmatism under the auspices of the linguistic turn
has put a number of defenders of classical forms of pragmatism on the
defensive. These contemporary primapragmatists are concerned that
Rorty’s attempt to replace experience with language threatens to evis-
cerate pragmatism of its philosophical core. In order to save this philo-
sophical core, they have rallied around the concept of experience so as
to demonstrate both its centrality for the philosophical positions of the
classical pragmatists and its vitality for contemporary philosophy.

The great risk involved in a revival of the concept of experience in
the context of epistemology is that of backsliding into some of the
philosophical dead ends that Rorty and others helped show pragmatism
the way out of. Chief among these is the dreaded dead end of represen-
tationalist foundationalism. The risk is that experience will get
described in such a way as to make it indistinguishable from what Wil-
frid Sellars criticized as the myth of the given.5 Foundationalism is the
epistemological thesis that there exists some ultimate foundation for
knowledge such as basic beliefs, experiential immediacies, or natural
traits common to all human activity. In criticizing the conception of
the given, Sellars was taking on one of the last strongholds of empiricist
foundationalism. If givenism goes, then so too goes foundationalism.6

So when pragmatists argue that there is something immediately and
directly given in experience, they have already gone a long way (though
not quite all the way) toward defending an idea that can be difficult to
distinguish from an epistemic foundation. Pragmatist conceptions of
immediate and direct experience, in other words, are precisely the sort
of thing which gets pressed into service as an epistemic foundation. To
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avoid this foundationalism, then, contemporary pragmatists who are
eager to revive the concept of experience must be on guard to not treat
experience as a kind of ultimate given-ness against which we might be
able to measure our truth claims. Pragmatists can indeed return to
experience without returning to foundationalism, but they can do so
only after they absorb the insights which motivated Rorty’s shift from
experience to language.

Dewey and James, of course, could not have anachronistically bene-
fited from Rorty’s criticisms of foundationalism. The decades of philo-
sophical innovation which intervened between the development of
classical pragmatism and the crystallization of neopragmatism helps
explain why earlier pragmatists may not have seen themselves as fully
clear of representationalist foundationalism as did later pragmatists. The
simplest explanation of this historical gap is to say that it took the lin-
guistic turn to get the full depth of the problems of representationalist
foundationalism into proper view. The linguistic turn was, to be sure,
but one part of a broader philosophical revolt against foundationalism
which Peirce, James, and Dewey, along with others in Europe such as
Nietzsche and Bergson, had helped launch. But the classical pragmatists
were writing at the beginning of that revolt and thus lacked the concep-
tual tools and philosophical metaphors which could have helped them
to get the epistemic role of experience into proper focus. It was only near
the end of this revolt, around the time of the linguistic turn, that
philosophers began to develop the kind of analytical framework neces-
sary for eschewing the most subtle forms of givenism, representational-
ism, and foundationalism. Before that turn, philosophers simply did not
appreciate all the possible nuances of these complex errors. This does not
mean that Dewey and James were foundationalists. It only means that
they were not in the best position to understand how they might suc-
cessfully go antifoundationalist in the right kind of way.

This helps explains James’s and Dewey’s numerous, even if some-
times merely casual, references to seemingly givenist notions like “pri-
mary experience” and “perceptual immediacy.” James sometimes
described his concept of pure experience, for example, in terms of “a
chaos of experiences” or “the immediate flux of life.”7 Dewey some-
times made loose references to such experiential givens as “the immedi-
ate qualitative ‘feel’” suggesting a “dumb, formless experience” while
also expanding on his central concept of “primary experience” in terms
of its “heterogeneity and fullness” and its “coarseness and crudity.”8 All
of these descriptions of experience, and there are countless others, are
difficult to distinguish from claims for an immediate experiential con-
tent which we then lay our conceptual schemes on top of.9 All of these
descriptions suggest exactly that sort of primary awareness of raw givens
that could be put to excellent use as the grounding level of a founda-
tionalist epistemology.
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But what of the epistemic role played by these conceptions of expe-
rience? The crucial thing about givenism is not after all the mere exis-
tence of the raw feeling of immediate and dumb experience, but rather
the epistemic role assigned to this primary experience. Dewey stressed
often enough that he distinguished between primary experience as
“had” and reflective experiences as “known.”10 But why, we must ask,
did he then go through so much trouble to precisely specify the havings
of primary experience in his work on knowledge? Primary experience
surely plays some role in Dewey’s epistemology. The problem which he
ran up against time and time again was that of specifying this epistemic
role without describing primary experiences as givens capable of func-
tioning as foundations. Dewey mostly failed to resolve this problem.
Consider his claim in Experience and Nature that primary experience
“furnishes the first data of the reflection which constructs the second-
ary objects” such that “test and verification of the latter is secured only
by return to things of crude or macroscopic experience.”11 Subse-
quently in the essay “Qualitative Thought” he repeated the same error
in arguing that “the immediate existence of quality” is “the point of
departure and the regulative principle of all thinking.”12 These quasi-
foundationalist formulations suggest that we ought to be very cautious
when traveling around in the territory of pragmatist experience.

Subsequent commentators considering Dewey’s voluminous discus-
sions of “primary experience” and James’s of “pure experience” have
found it extraordinarily difficult to say just how it is that we can deploy
these descriptions of immediate and primary experience without speci-
fying them in terms of the outworn dualisms of mind and reality or
subject and object that pragmatism was supposed to help us overcome.
This occasional proximity to such troubled philosophical paradigms
has led commentators from Santayana to Rorty to worry that the prag-
matist conception of experience is particularly problematic when put
forth in the form of a metaphysics which attempts to describe the con-
text-transcendent traits of all human experience.13 Even if we can rea-
sonably dispute the accuracy of Santayana’s and Rorty’s quite different
interpretations of pragmatism, it is still difficult to deny their shared
point that there is an obvious whiff of givenism in the pragmatist meta-
physics of experience. This criticism need not be formulated in posi-
tivistic terms such that the concept of experience is problematic simply
because it is metaphysical, but can more plausibly be cited as the worry
that primapragmatists too often put forth their metaphysics in the
wrong kind of way such that their metaphysics resembles first philoso-
phy more than it resembles a postulated tool of inquiry. The lesson we
should draw from these criticisms is that pragmatists need to employ
special caution when issuing metaphysical theses about experience. My
claim is not the strong thesis that James and Dewey were foundational-
ists, but only the more modest thought that they were not equipped
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with a sophisticated enough antifoundationalist repertoire to ensure
that their descriptions of experience would not play into the hands of
foundationalism and givenism. Dewey and James, simply put, were not
always cautious enough even if we can find plenty of places in their
writings where they were on sufficient guard against givenism.

Much of what James and Dewey offered as a metaphysics of experi-
ence is clearly difficult to distinguish from foundationalism. Fortunately,
there is much else in their work on experience that speaks otherwise.
Contemporary pragmatists should focus their attention on these other
aspects of classical pragmatism just insofar as, unlike James and Dewey,
we find ourselves in a position to benefit from the critiques of founda-
tionalism and givenism put forth by Wittgenstein, Sellars, Davidson, and
Rorty. It is thus quite unfortunate that many contemporary primaprag-
matists have not been particularly inclined to absorb these neopragmatist
insights. A number of pragmatists have as a result come dangerously near
to foundationalism in relying on a metaphysics of experience to guard
themselves against Rorty’s linguisticism. The proximity of these contem-
porary primapragmatists to foundationalism is indeed firmly rooted in
much textual evidence in virtue of which they can rightly claim titles as
loyal classical pragmatists. But such claims to this title owe much to the
fact that James and Dewey themselves were not always on sufficient
guard against various philosophical conceptions which are difficult to dis-
sociate from the foundationalist notion of an experiential given. Pragma-
tists at the beginning of the twenty-first century have at their disposal the
tools necessary for being more vigilant against these errors than James
and Dewey could have been at the beginning of the twentieth century
prior to several decades of refining these tools. A quick review of recent
work in the primapragmatist vein will provide evidence that many prag-
matists are still not on sufficient guard against the doctrine of the given
and the foundationalism which it countenances.

Ralph Sleeper’s work is probably the most spirited defense of Dewey’s
pragmatism against Rorty’s attempted appropriation. His work is still
quoted often by those siding against Rorty’s use of Dewey. But Sleeper
was, unfortunately, more concerned to salvage Dewey’s concept of expe-
rience from Rorty’s critiques than he was to eliminate foundationalism
from his own account of pragmatism. Sleeper was explicit that he did
not wish to revive foundationalism, but in prioritizing the rescue of
Dewey’s concept of experience from Rorty’s linguisticism he came dan-
gerously near to foundationalism. This prioritization of experience over
antifoundationalism is signaled in such ripostes to Rorty as this: “by
concentrating almost exclusively upon the antifoundationalist conse-
quences of pragmatism, Rorty’s account is all too ‘deconstructionist’.”14

Sleeper’s attempt to work out what this something was went as follows:
“The foundational function of epistemology is denied by assigning the
task of accounting for what explains knowledge jointly to logic and

L
anguage is a Form

 of E
xperience

•
C

o
lin

 K
o

o
pm

an

699



metaphysics,” which he thought could together provide a complete “sys-
tem in which the divergent elements all hang together.”15 Rorty’s con-
vincing reply to this maneuver was to argue that Sleeper’s emphasis on a
logic of experience and a metaphysics of existence simply places too
much weight on certain notions, such as method, which have been
shown to bear too many of the trademarks of familiar forms of founda-
tionalist philosophy.16 In Sleeper’s version of pragmatism logic and
metaphysics turn out to be something quite more than merely postu-
lated tools which may occasionally be useful—they assume the form of
special philosophical accounts which promise to offer something like a
groundwork of experience and existence.

A number of contemporary pragmatists similarly give metaphysics
pride of place in their accounts of pragmatism including such notable
pragmatists as Richard Bernstein, Thomas Alexander, and James
Gouinlock.17 In spite of the many merits of their work, there is a clear
tension in these authors’ attribution of both a strong metaphysical and
a strong antifoundational strain to Dewey. In too many cases, this ten-
sion gets resolved by prioritizing a metaphysics of experience in a way
that too much risks turning experience into a foundation. Metaphysics
can be consistent with antifoundationalism, but only if the antifounda-
tionalism comes first and the metaphysics follows later as a pragmatic
tool to be provisionally employed only where it comes in handy. Rather
than prioritizing metaphysics in a way that opens the door to founda-
tionalism, pragmatists should prioritize antifoundationalism as the
most general context for a reconstruction of experience such that meta-
physics gets invoked as just one among many of the tools we postulate
in describing and developing experience.

The dangers of taking metaphysics too seriously in this way are evi-
denced in Gouinlock’s defense of Dewey against Rorty. Gouinlock
claims that “Dewey’s metaphysics is an attempt to characterize the inclu-
sive context of human existence in such a way that we might learn how
to function in it as effectively as possible.”18 He elsewhere describes this
attempt as “the discrimination of traits common to all contexts, or situ-
ations, of experience.”19 But when the skeptics roll up and start bullying
pragmatists about being relativists, these universal traits common to
every context, situation and experience are too easily drafted into service
as invariant givens capable of functioning as epistemological founda-
tions. The skeptics are defeated, but at the price of retreating to founda-
tionalism. These sorts of foundationalist tendencies in contemporary
pragmatism are not restricted to commentators on Dewey. While Char-
lene Haddock Seigfried carefully guards her own conception of pragma-
tism against substantive metaphysics and against foundationalism,20 her
description of James’s pragmatism approaches the same foundationalism
courted by the Deweyan metaphysicians of experience. Seigfried’s claim
is that the “organizing center” of James’s thought is “the establishment of
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a secure foundation in experience.” She explicates James’s “foundation”
of experience in terms of a “priority of lived experience.”21 While
Seigfried’s account of James’s experiential pragmatism is clearly not
metaphysical, I find it difficult to distinguish her position from much
that goes by the name of foundationalism. In Peirce’s pragmatism, too,
talk of foundations surfaces in debates over whether or not Peirce was a
foundationalist, an anti-foundationalist, or closer to some middle posi-
tion (such as Susan Haack’s foundherentism).22 It is notable that one
central issue in these debates concerns the role played by metaphysics in
Peirce’s inferentialist theory of inquiry.

Turning now to some of the most recent scholarship on Deweyan
pragmatism, this literature clearly indicates an increasing degree of
comfort with talk of foundations and givens amongst contemporary
commentators on Dewey. Consider David Hildebrand’s recent defense
of Dewey’s pragmatism against Rorty’s appropriative neopragmatism.
Responding to Rorty’s suggestion that we move everything over from
experience to sociolinguistic practice, Hildebrand rightly notes that
“there are still cases, Dewey would maintain, in which neither an appeal
to social practices nor human needs will do.” And what do we appeal to
in such cases? Hildebrand’s answer is that we appeal to “the problematic
situation” itself insofar as this suggests that “experience is ‘prior’ to prac-
tices and needs.” He backs this up with the claim that “our very ability
to reassess ‘needs’ and ‘social practices’ depends upon our ability to
measure the meaning of these abstractions against something more inti-
mately present, namely the lived moments to which they supposedly
apply.”23 In a similar vein, John Shook’s excellent book on the develop-
ment of Dewey’s theory of knowledge attributes to Dewey, or at least to
one stage of his thought, the view that “human experience must be the
ultimate philosophical ground of appeal.”24 To take a final example,
Gregory Pappas’s otherwise excellent work on pragmatist ethics begins
with an observation about Dewey’s attempt to “base philosophy in
experience” such that experience is “where things are present in their
brute and direct qualitative ‘givenness’ and ‘thereness’.”25 This work all
indicates that contemporary primapragmatists are growing increasingly
comfortable with conceptions of a direct and immediate form of expe-
rience despite the fact that such conceptions are extremely difficult to
distinguish from the idea of experiential givens. This is reflected in
other recent scholarship which explicitly registers the foundationalist
residue countenanced by primapragmatist conceptions of experience.
Scott Aikin argues that the non-inferential cognitive awareness of
givenism is “entailed by a Deweyan pragmatic theory of experience.”26

And Hugh Miller echoes the increasing prevalence of quasi-founda-
tionalist conceptions of the given in contemporary primapragmatisms
in arguing that “Dewey did not completely fumigate the heavy scent of
foundationalism that permeates objectivism.”27
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In view of these trends in pragmatist scholarship, it bears repeating
at the present moment that a conception of experience as an “ultimate
ground of appeal”, a “more intimate measure”, or a “direct qualitative
‘givenness’” serves to make experience virtually indistinguishable from
foundational givens. Though most contemporary pragmatists would
want to deny that their endorsements of experiential givenism entail
foundationalism, it is decidedly difficult to understand how we might
detach the theory of the given from the project of developing a foun-
dationalist theory of knowledge. Some pragmatists may wish to follow
Dewey in insisting that these experiential givens are but raw feels which
can be carefully distinguished from mediated knowings. But it still
needs to be spelled out exactly why pragmatists are so insistent on a
notion of primary experience if they concede that this notion does not
play the sort of epistemic role which givens are supposed to play in
foundationalist epistemology. Either primary havings hold no epis-
temic relations to reflective knowings and so do not play any important
epistemic role or primary havings provide the basic stuff out of which
reflective knowings are developed and against which they are tested in
which case we still need a nonfoundationalist account of the epistemic
relation that holds between these havings and knowings.

All of this simply goes toward showing that contemporary prima -
pragmatists have made generous use of such conceptions as primary
experience and qualitative immediacy without being on sufficient guard
against the foundationalism conjured by these concepts. There is a great
deal about pragmatism that we can learn from the work of each of the
commentators I have quoted above, but we should not turn to their
work for lessons about how pragmatism can successfully avoid the pit-
falls of foundationalism, representationalism, and givenism. Absorbing
the full force of the threat of foundationalism, which neopragmatists
like Rorty can help pragmatism to do, will disabuse prima pragmatists of
some of their more problematic ritual incantations as well as the need to
do battle with the foundationalist specters these spells revive.

The Neopragmatist Linguistic Turn
Rorty has described the linguistic turn as a way out of the all-too-
common philosophical mistake of foundationalism. By concentrating
exclusively on the use of language publicly available to us all, Rorty
argues, we can rid ourselves of any hankerings for an authoritative sky-
hook on which our claims to knowledge could conceivably be hung.

Of course, this was not the original intent of the linguistic turn.
Rorty, a quite astute intellectual historian of twentieth-century philos-
ophy, notes this well. He writes that the initial attempt in the early
twentieth century to move everything over from consciousness to lan-
guage was a “rather desperate attempt to keep philosophy an armchair
discipline.” The linguistic turn was originally thought to be a way of
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rescuing philosophical foundationalism: “The idea was to mark off a
space for a priori knowledge into which neither sociology nor history
nor art nor natural science could intrude. It was an attempt to find a
substitute for Kant’s ‘transcendental standpoint.’ The replacement of
‘mind’ or ‘experience’ by ‘meaning’ was supposed to insure the purity
and autonomy of philosophy by providing it with a nonempirical sub-
ject matter.”28 Philosophy had always promised a nonempirical foun-
dation for empirical inquiry, but it had never delivered one. But it was
this promise (as convincingly made by Descartes, Locke, and Kant)
that had secured philosophy its place in the modern world. So at the
very moment when it began to look like empirical inquiry could take
care of itself without any need for philosophical foundations, the
philosophers reissued their bold promise to state the conditions of the
possibility of empirical knowledge by removing these conditions of
possibility from experience and placing them in language. This saved
them from the imminent encroachments of the psychologists only to
put them later on in the path of the encroaching linguists.

Rorty notes two crucial premises which lay behind the attempt to
replace “experience” with “language”: “First, the two terms had an
equally large scope—both delimited the entire domain of human
inquiry, of topics available to human study. Second, the notions of ‘lan-
guage’ and ‘meaning’ seemed, at the beginning of the century, immune
to the naturalizing process.”29 Armed with these two premises, the first
generation of language philosophers (Frege, Russell, and the early
Wittgenstein) argued that language could at last provide that founda-
tion through which philosophy could specify an ultimate court of
appeal for all truth claims. But it soon became apparent that once you
move everything over to language the foundationalist project begins to
seem pointless. And so the second generation of language philosophers
(the later Wittgenstein, Sellars, Quine, and Davidson) began to experi-
ment with hooking up linguisticism to the antifoundationalism
launched by James and Dewey and by doing so eventually concluded
that the premise of language’s immunity against naturalization had
failed to hold. This was the premise which was to keep philosophy an
independent discipline. But it grew increasingly disreputable as the
analysis of words gave way to the analysis of sentences which gave way
to the analysis of coherent sets of sentences or vocabularies which
finally gave way to naturalized sociological accounts of language use
which empirical researchers had already developed adequate descrip-
tions of. Philosophy, it turned out, had lost its special status as an inde-
pendent area of research.

Rorty’s first book, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, is usefully
read as an intellectual historical account of this move from the founda-
tion of philosophical explanation to the nonfoundation of sociological
description.30 The book made such a splash amongst philosophers
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because it carefully traced the history of a doubt about philosophical
research which every philosopher had been feeling the force of for years:
philosophy had somewhere taken a turn which was leading it down the
path of its own ultimate extinction. Thomas Nagel poignantly
expressed this doubt in a preface to a book published in the same year
as Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature: “I am pessimistic about ethical
theory as a form of public service. . . . [P]hilosophy is best judged by its
contribution to the understanding, not to the course of events.” While
most philosophers continued to practice forms of philosophy which
they like Nagel recognized as irrelevant to the actual practices they the-
orized, Rorty urged that philosophy had lost its reason for existence.
Most philosophers were frightened by this frank outlook on the profes-
sion and so in response to Rorty’s book leading figures quickly retreated
from their early pessimism and rallied in defense of philosophy. Twelve
years later Nagel was confidently asserting the very reverse of the skep-
tical view of philosophy he had earlier stated without much fanfare:
“Political philosophy. . . has its role, for some of the apparently practi-
cal problems of political life have theoretical and moral sources.”31

While most philosophers worried over the intellectual viability of work
which they still knew had little actual impact, Rorty traded in his philo-
sophical anxieties for concerns more explicitly public. Confident with a
much-deserved MacArthur Prize, he left Princeton’s Philosophy
Department for a non-departmental professorship at the University of
Virginia. Here he grew increasingly impatient with canonical philo-
sophical problems and increasingly fascinated by the moral and cultural
problems of living in a liberal democracy, the very same problems
which had obsessed his pragmatist forebears James and Dewey. One
way of interpreting the shift from Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature
to Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity is to view Rorty as trading in a
rather private self-image of rigorous professional philosopher for a
more public self-image of hopeful American pragmatist, a view that
Neil Gross explicates in detail as Rorty’s move to an “intellectual self-
concept” of “leftist American patriot.”32 This shift is what eventually
led to the provocative view of philosophical inquiry expressed in the
title of Rorty’s final volume of collected papers, Philosophy as Cultural
Politics.

But given pragmatism’s typical insistence on the role of experience,
how did Rorty ever get to pragmatist cultural criticism by way of the
linguistic turn? In one of his final essays, Rorty repudiated the founda-
tionalist premises of the original linguistic turn, but went on to note
that “the linguistic turn was useful nevertheless, for it turned philoso-
phers’ attention from the topic of experience toward that of linguistic
behavior.” This shift is what “helped break the hold of empiricism—
and, more broadly, of representationalism.”33 The crucially important
thing about the linguistic turn for Rorty was that it led the way out of
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representationalist foundationalism and all its attendant metaphors of
the given, of mind as mirror, and of some way that the world really is.
So Rorty saw the linguistic turn as a move toward pragmatism in that it
enabled us to stop giving accounts of the experiential grounds of
human knowledge and start focusing instead on the sociolinguistic field
in which knowledge develops in a self-correcting way.

The central message of pragmatism according to Rorty is that it
enables us to give up the search for some deep-seated thing which lies
behind all human practices and ties them together in some neat pack-
age by explaining all of them. Rorty’s view was that pragmatism helps
us give up the search motivated by what he once referred to as “a sense
of humility, or a sense of gratitude, toward something which transcends
humanity.”34 This yearning is motivated by a thought that Rorty found
severely debilitating, namely “the thought that there is something non-
human that human beings should try to live up to.”35 The shift from
foundationalist humility to pragmatist hope is to be achieved by focus-
ing on the way in which justifications develop internally within an epis-
temic field rather than foundationally upon an epistemic ground.

For Rorty’s money, the best account of this relation between the
field of linguistic use and the knowledge which develops within it is the
one provided by Brandom’s inferentialist pragmatism.36 Rorty thought
that Brandom’s account helps us see why we need not search beyond
the totality of knowledge for something which grounds it because we
can simply recognize that knowledge is justified by nothing deeper than
just more knowledge. For Rorty and Brandom, the field in which
knowledge justifies itself is sociolinguistic practice.

Contemporary pragmatists ought to pay more attention to these
strategies for overcoming foundationalism. Rortyan and Brandomian
strategies for giving up the quest for the grounds of knowledge in favor
of specifying the field in which knowledge operates are likely to prove
invaluable for the future of pragmatism. To see this, consider not prag-
matism’s futures, but pragmatism’s pasts. Rorty’s particular strategy for
avoiding foundationalism did not properly come into view until
philosophers began to seriously question the relation between language
and experience. In under fifty years, this relation (whose paradigmatic
instance in the early part of the twentieth century had been that of cor-
respondence) became the primary problem animating the school of ana-
lytic philosophy into which Rorty initiated himself. While this relation
was clearly of some concern to James and Dewey, it was not the primary
object of concern in the larger philosophical milieu in which they devel-
oped their pragmatism. As such, they were not always pressed to formu-
late their pragmatism as a response to those problems which would
become of primary concern only later on with Rorty’s generation. The
result was that they did not sufficiently focus on developing the philo-
sophical metaphors and conceptual tools necessary for avoiding the
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 subtlest forms of foundationalism and givenism. This does not mean,
again, that the classical pragmatists were foundationalists. It only means
that they did not equip themselves with the kind of philosophical reper-
toire necessary for overcoming foundationalism in all its varieties. This
is why contemporary primapragmatists risk backsliding into founda-
tionalism if they do not reformulate their conceptions of experience and
knowledge in light of the later antifoundationalist vocabulary which
came into proper view only with neopragmatism. Fortunately, all of the
central themes of pragmatism lend themselves quite readily to antifoun-
dationalism. If pragmatism is to remain a viable philosophical tradition,
it must focus on developing these antifoundationalist resources.

This brings me to a crucially important question facing pragmatists
today. Is Rorty’s and Brandom’s linguistic turn the best way to make the
move to an explicit antifoundationalism? The question concerns
whether or not we should agree with Brandom when he laments that
“what one misses most” in James and Dewey is that they did not buy
into “the distinctively twentieth century philosophical concern with
language.”37

The upshot of replacing experience with language was a nonfoun-
dational conception of knowledge as arbitrated not by subjective men-
tal certainty but rather by intersubjective conversational consensus. The
idea that intersubjective conversational consensus is all that we
antifoundationalists need has been defended by Rorty with more
cogency and commitment than anyone else. In doing so, Rorty pro-
vided a tremendous service to contemporary intellectual culture by lay-
ing his thought out as a coherent field upon which others could dispute
the important intellectual issues described therein. This should be
applauded insofar as Rorty has thereby subjected his thought to con-
tinuous and often heated criticism. By considering certain of these crit-
icisms in the remainder of this section I can show why pragmatists may
want to now begin looking for a route to antifoundationalism different
than that of Rorty’s and Brandom’s linguistic turn. My conclusion will
be that contemporary pragmatists ought to adopt Rorty’s strategy of
shifting from foundationalist talk of epistemological grounds to prag-
matist talk of epistemological fields, but without adopting Rorty’s view
that linguistic practices by themselves constitute the totality of these
epistemological fields.

Rorty’s linguisticism about knowledge is nicely summarized in his
claim that “there are no constraints on inquiry save conversational
ones—no wholesale constraints derived from the nature of the objects,
or of the mind, or of language, but only those retail constraints pro-
vided by the remarks of our fellow-inquirers.”38 One common criticism
of this sociolinguistic theory of epistemic achievement is that it cannot
see its way clear of relativism. Can sociolinguistic consensus provide a
criterion of truth any stronger than the manifest non-criterion
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defended by the relativist? John McDowell thinks not and so urges
against Rorty that we should conceive of “inquiry as normatively
beholden not just to current practice but to its subject matter” as well.39

McDowell’s criticism rests on the intuition that “if our freedom in
empirical thinking is total. . . that can seem to threaten the very possi-
bility that judgments of experience might be grounded in a way that
relates them to a reality external to thought. . . Surely there must be
such a grounding if experience is to be a source of knowledge.”40 The
difficulty facing McDowell’s position, which McDowell himself of
course recognizes, is to tell a convincing story about how these relations
between our judgments and something external to them might func-
tion in a way that is not equivalent to the foundational and representa-
tional function which these relations typically play. Rorty’s reply to
epistemologists like McDowell has always been that we philosophers
ought to stop waiting around for this sort of philosophical story to
write itself.

Numerous other critics have pointed to the seemingly obvious truth
that Rorty’s linguisticism is unable to come to terms with non-linguis-
tic experiences.41 However, these critics overlook Rorty’s claim that he
can accept the existence of experiences outside the realm of sociolin-
guistic consensus without contradiction by simply urging that these
experiences have nothing to do with knowledge and justification.
Replying to Richard Shusterman on these points, Rorty writes that
“[w]e can agree with Gadamer that ‘being that can be understood is
language’ while remaining aware that there is more to life than under-
standing.” Some parts of life are irrelevant to social practices of justifi-
cation and others are relevant to these practices. Rorty’s strategy is to
claim that these two sides of life “do not stand in a dialectical relation-
ship, get in each others’ way, or need synthesis in a programme or the-
ory.”42 This point, by the way, nicely lines up with Rorty’s arguments
elsewhere for a split between public and private spheres in liberal cul-
ture. In both contexts, Rorty’s strategy consists in arguing for a deep
bifurcation in the human condition which he thinks does not stand in
need of reconciliation.

Another critic of Rorty’s linguisticism puts the point in a somewhat
different way which I find especially useful for my purposes here. Barry
Allen’s criticism is that Rorty’s sociolinguistic epistemology fails to cap-
ture not only experience but more importantly knowledge itself. Allen’s
point rests on two claims. The first claim is that there are a diverse set of
skills, performances, and technologies which make an essential contribu-
tion not only to our actual knowledge but also to the concept of knowl-
edge itself and the very possibility of our sensibly deploying this concept.
The second claim is that these skills, performances, and technologies can-
not be reduced in their entirety to linguistic, propositional, or doxastic
entities. Allen’s own view is that knowledge is better understood in light
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of complex artifactual achievements than in terms of either linguistic or
mental states. A well-made bridge is a better example of human knowl-
edge than some justified true belief about some cat on some mat. Allen’s
point as I understand it is that the cat on the mat is more like a parody
than a paradigm of knowledge.43

Rorty’s reply to this line of thought is that bridges can be well-made
and so exemplary of knowledge only in virtue of the socioloinguistic
practices in which alone we can justify or warrant such assertions. But
Allen thinks that Rorty misses “the crucial difference between the
accomplishment of knowledge and the conventional, social weight of
institutional authority.”44 Allen’s critique is that Rorty’s linguisticism
about knowledge fails to account for some of our best epistemic
achievements as well as some of our worst epistemic failures. How,
Allen asks, can Rorty account for that incredibly narrow but infinitely
important gap between agreeing that we know and actually knowing?
In that narrow gap lies the enormous difference between our saying that
we have got it right and our actually getting it right. Allen argues that
this gap is real (he cites examples where all the certified experts said we
had it right and it turned out later on that we had it wrong) and that it
should “disabuse philosophers of the notion that knowledge is nothing
but the consensus of disciplinary or professional peers.”45

Similar concerns related to Allen’s also emerge when we shift con-
texts from knowledge to politics. Just as linguisticism fails to confront
artifactual and embodied instances of knowledge, so too does it fail to
confront embodied and otherwise non-propositional aspects of politics.
Since I have raised problems with these political aspects of Rorty’s views
elsewhere, I here only mention this point in passing so as to register the
depth of the problems facing his linguisticism.46

The important point about Allen’s critique for my purposes here is
that he finds Rorty’s linguisticism lacking not just in terms of an
account of human experience (after all Rorty doesn’t really care about
that) but in terms of an account of human knowledge. Allen thus crit-
icizes the linguistic turn on its own grounds. His claim is that the lin-
guistic turn leaves us feeling a lack precisely where it promised a
plentitude. He goes on to argue that we can respond to this epistemo-
logical deficit in linguisticism without returning to foundationalism.
While I do not agree with Allen’s particular solution, which urges the
provocative thought that knowledge should be understood as primarily
artifactual,47 I do agree with him that there is something amiss in the
usual proposed dilemma between epistemic foundationalism and epis-
temic linguisticism. The promising possibility which Allen thus raises
in his response to Rorty is of a conception of knowledge as neither
purely linguistic nor as grounded in an ultimate appeal to human expe-
rience. I shall now turn to exploring this possibility, but in a different
way than Allen does.
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The False Dilemma between Foundationalism and Linguisticism
What is the upshot of this intellectual historical review of the pragma-
tist debates over the relation between experience and language? If the
critics of both foundationalism and linguisticism have valid concerns,
as I have urged they do, then these debates clarify the central problem
facing pragmatism today: pragmatists must find a way of reviving a con-
cept of extra-linguistic experience without returning to a concept of an
immediate experiential given capable of functioning as an epistemic foun-
dation.

I argue in the remainder of this paper that this revival of a non-foun-
dational conception of experience can be achieved only if pragmatists
can find a way of differentiating antifoundationalism from the linguis-
ticism which has typically been its handmaiden. This would show that
the familiar alternative between foundationalism and linguisticism is
truly a false dilemma. A third and hitherto neglected approach would
thereby become viable. On such a third account, knowledge would be
neither grounded in anything ultimate nor a mere effect of what we
agree to say. Knowledge would be understood as both broader than lin-
guisticism would allow and more flexible than foundationalism could
acknowledge.

I shall argue that such a third version of pragmatism is made viable
by focusing on the thoroughly temporal quality of experience. On this
account, knowledge is understood as occurring within a temporal field
of experience which is neither narrowly linguistic nor rigidly founda-
tional. The temporal flow of experience, understood as the very field in
which knowledge continuously evolves, is both broad enough and flex-
ible enough to accommodate all of what we should want to count as
knowledge without forcing this knowledge to conform to a pattern
which would evade the contingencies of the human condition. I will
refer to this new third form of pragmatism as transitionalist pragma-
tism in recognition of one of William James’s most generative phrases:
“Life is in the transitions.”48

The transitionalist approach is particularly attractive because it can be
built out of notions of temporality and historicity which are already cen-
tral in both primapragmatism and neopragmatism. Unfortunately, neo-
pragmatists like Rorty and Brandom often cast their historicism in terms
of language and so miss the benefits of a philosophical account of experi-
ence. These benefits were realized by James and Dewey, but owing to
their lack of appreciation of the risks of foundationalism they did not
always place enough stress on historicity in explicating their philosophy
of experience. My solution blends the best of both pragmatisms. From
James and Dewey it takes a commitment to the present experiences
which we find ourselves in the midst of as the only possible resource for
overcoming the problems presented by these experiences. From Rorty
and Brandom it takes the crucial nonfoundationalist strategy of replacing
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the search for epistemological grounding with an account of the episte-
mological field. At the same time, this new version of pragmatism dis-
penses with Rorty’s argument that nonfoundationalism requires
linguisticism and also eliminates the foundationalist tendencies found in
much of James’s and Dewey’s work on experience. What I thus propose is
a return to the conception of experience articulated by James and Dewey
but now armed with a proper view of the problems of foundationalism
articulated by Rorty. This means, in good pragmatist fashion, recon-
structing the primapragmatist conception of experience in light of subse-
quent developments in neopragmatism. The result is that we no longer
need see these two pragmatisms as opposed factions vying for control of
the pragmatist banner. These pragmatisms can rather be seen as two
coherent moments within the broader development of a resynthesized
pragmatism.

I shall sketch my proposed pragmatist synthesis by answering, in
turn, two questions which immediately present themselves to such a
reconstruction. First, what, on this picture, is experience? Second, how,
on this picture, is experience related to language?

Temporalizing Experience
The view I am proposing begins with the idea that experience is a tem-
poral field within which knowledge develops. This conception com-
bines primapragmatism and neopragmatism. James and Dewey focused
attention on the centrality of temporality and historicity for experience,
but they did not always realize the full consequences of their position.
By playing up the temporality and historicity emphasized by some
aspects of their conceptions of experience and by following out some of
the implications of this emphasis, and by at the same time playing
down the foundationalist tendencies sometimes present in their
descriptions of experience, we can slowly work our way toward a con-
ception of experience that is sufficiently appreciative of the motivations
behind Rorty’s linguistic turn. The result will be a conception of expe-
rience that is explicitly opposed to the doctrine of the given. Some will
complain that my version of pragmatism strays too far from its sources
by freely taking those parts of James, Dewey, and Rorty that I like and
discarding the other parts that do not suit my purposes. My reply is that
we should take our pragmatism from where we need it, not worry too
much over the parts we find troublesome, and judge the resulting prod-
uct by its flowers and their fruits.

In developing a temporalized and historicized conception of experi-
ence we can begin with James. “The fundamental fact about our expe-
rience,” James wrote, “is that it is a process of change.”49 James’s view
was that “experience leans on nothing but itself ” and that it could do so
only because experience does not stand still (for it would then fall over
upon itself ) but rather constantly ambulates forward (and so constantly
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catches itself in each new step).50 James vividly described his view with
his famous metaphor of the ever-rushing “stream of experience.”51 It is
within this stream of experience that knowledge operates as an element
within the field of experience rather than as a representation of the
ground of experience.52

The paradigm of experience for James and Dewey was the experi-
ment. Dewey described knowledge as a relation between an organism
and its environment in which organisms introduce controlled changes
into environmental realities. Knowledge, on this model, does not consist
in an accurate representation of a prior independent reality, but rather in
a transformative intervention into a reality which is itself nothing but an
accumulation of prior such interventions. It is in this sense that Dewey
described James and himself as developing “the experimental theory of
knowledge.”53 In working out this theory, James and Dewey distanced
themselves from modern conceptions of experience as isolable mental
states and recalled pre-modern views of experience as a test, a trial, or an
experiment with temporal duration. When early modern philosophy
abandoned experimental conceptions of experience in favor of an atem-
poral conception, it invited a view of knowledge as a static property
which could be either anchored in a foundation such as experience or
isolated as a discrete stage of a linguistic consensus. James and Dewey
sought to do away with all that.54

One useful way in which philosophers have thought about epis-
temic concepts is to take them as explaining epistemic relations.
Approached in this way, the whole point of epistemology is to explain
those relations holding between beliefs and their objects in virtue of
which the beliefs are true. Whereas philosophers have typically treated
these relations as atemporal, a better approach might be a form of prag-
matism that treats temporality as internal to epistemic relations. Foun-
dationalist empiricism takes knowledge to be a static relation between a
belief and an immediate percept: knowledge is an accurate representa-
tion. Linguisticism takes knowledge to be a static relation holding
between a belief and the broader social mass of beliefs in which that
belief is articulated: knowledge is a sociolinguistic consensus. By tem-
poralizing experience, however, we can redescribe knowledge as a rela-
tion holding between prior and future experience. On this
transitionalist pragmatist account, knowledge is an epistemic relation
in which prior experiences (e.g., beliefs) lead to the future experiences
that they aim at (e.g., the objects of beliefs). The mark of epistemic
achievement (which can be variously construed in terms of justified
true belief, warranted assertability, or some other theoretical apparatus)
is neither agreement with experience nor sociolinguistic consensus, but
is rather temporal mediation or, put more simply, getting from here to
there. The knowledge relation is that which carries us through time
from beliefs to their objects.
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This transitionalist conception of knowledge is certainly quite close
to certain conceptions which can be gleaned from the work of James
and Dewey. “Knowledge of sensible realities thus comes to life inside
the tissue of experience. It is made; and made by relations that unroll
themselves in time.”55 Thus wrote James in his Essays in Radical Empiri-
cism. Knowledge, he argued there, is an affair of leading. “Life,” he
noted in his signature poetic style, “is in the transitions as much as it is
in the terms connected; often, indeed, it seems to be there more
emphatically, as if our spurts and sallies forward were the real firing-line
of the battle, were like the thin line of flame advancing across the dry
autumnal field which the farmer proceeds to burn.”56 Internal to the
structure of knowledge is the experiential temporality within which
thought unrolls. Take away this temporal field of experience and you
take away any context in which knowledge could operate. Knowledge,
if life and experience stood still, would have no point. Dewey plainly
summarized the pragmatist position in urging that “knowledge appears
as a function within experience” such that “its work and aim must be
distinctively reconstructive and transformatory.” Meanwhile, experi-
ence itself is “not a rigid and closed thing; it is vital, and hence grow-
ing.” Mind, for Dewey following James, is “a moving stream, a constant
change which nevertheless has axis and direction, linkages, associations,
as well as initiations, hesitations, and conclusions.”57

Too often, however, James and Dewey described their temporal con-
ception of experience in terms that are difficult to distinguish from
foundationalist accounts of successful epistemic consequences being
grounded in immediate experience. Rorty subsequently brought into
clear view the deep problems with these sorts of foundationalist episte-
mologies. In order that we may continue to benefit from the contribu-
tions of both primapragmatism and neopragmatism, I am urging that
we play down James’s and Dewey’s talk of immediate perceptual expe-
rience and focus instead on their underdeveloped descriptions of
knowledge as a temporal relation in which prior experiences success-
fully lead to their objects in future experiences. We ought to focus on
this nonfoundationalist historicist strain in James and Dewey whilst
setting to the side the foundationalist empiricist tendencies they some-
times exhibited.

But doesn’t this lead us back to the old question of what makes
truths true? Who and what gets to say if one experience successfully
leads to its object or not? What exactly is the criterion of truth? The
pragmatist answer is that nothing, in general, makes our truths, in gen-
eral, true. Pragmatism is best understood as situating truth and knowl-
edge within the field of experience without the support of foundations.
Within this field we do not stand in need of foundations since things
will work themselves out within that field as best they can. Truth and
knowledge develop within practices and cannot be specified in advance
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of actual practical inquiry. One point on which all pragmatists surely
agree is that it is not the job of the philosopher to devise a theory which
defines, in advance of practice, what forms truth and knowledge must
assume. The point of a pragmatist philosophy is rather to give an
account of how truth and knowledge function in our lives and why
these functions might be thought to be valuable. Knowledge is what
gets us there—and that is how it functions but we need not specify in
advance what getting there must always consist in. Pragmatism priori-
tizes the value of truth and knowledge by leaving to the side the what of
truth and knowledge.

My argument, to summarize, is that a pragmatist conception of
experience can be nonfoundationalist by temporalizing and historiciz-
ing experience itself and in its train the standard menu of epistemic
concepts. Such a conception was already inchoate in James and Dewey
but it could really be brought into acute focus only after Rorty clearly
articulated the terms on which pragmatism must put forth its histori-
cist sensibility. It was Rorty who really unpacked the resounding impor-
tance of the fact that the two greatest historicists of the nineteenth
century, Darwin and Hegel, enabled the pragmatists to replace vertical
accounts of human representation with horizontal accounts of human
development. Rorty, however, wrongly thought that this historicist
point had to be cast in terms of language rather than experience when
he argued that, “The effect of adopting Gadamer’s slogan [‘being that
can be understood is language’] is to replace [foundationalist]
metaphors of depth with [historicist] metaphors of breadth.”58 Rorty
denied that an experiential version of historicism could do the philo-
sophical work we want out of a historicist philosophy.59 My argument
is that pragmatism can achieve the historicist’s horizontal perspective
on knowledge without moving everything concerning knowledge over
to language. Experience is not necessarily vertical and language is not
necessarily horizontal. Just as foundationalist philosophy of language is
one possible configuration, so too is non-foundationalist philosophy of
experience.

Reconsidering the Relation between Experience and Language
We can now return to the issue which initially inclined neopragmatists
to abandon experience: the relation between experience and language.
How is language related to experience if the latter is reconceived as the
flowing field in which knowledge develops? We seem to return to two
familiar options. Either temporal experience is a foundation for knowl-
edge and so language is a mere representation of experience or all epis-
temically-relevant temporal experience is already linguistic all the way
down. Within the context of the temporalized conception of experi-
ence I have proposed, both of these options are still untenable. Allow
me to summarize why.
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The first option is still problematic for all the familiar Sellarsian and
Wittgensteinean reasons so clearly summarized by Rorty. The founda-
tionalist view makes everything depend on the representational relation
that supposedly holds between sentences and sentence-shaped entities.
But there has as of yet been no adequate account of this relation. Rep-
resentational foundationalism thus riddles our epistemic conceptions
with all the old intractable problems familiar from modern epistemol-
ogy. On this view, problems of the relation between subject and object
or mind and world return with a vengeance. Whatever one happens to
think of these dichotomies, it is clear that one of the central concerns of
every variety of pragmatism is to rid philosophy of the problems they
engender. While some philosophers remain foundationalists and dual-
ists, pragmatism countenances neither, and for good reasons which
have been spelled out adequately elsewhere, by pragmatists from Peirce
to Putnam.

The second option, linguisticism, may seem to have been given a new
lease on life by the historicist perspective I have articulated. That things
may seem this way is due to the not uncommon tendency to associate the
historicization of experience with its linguistification. This association
plays a large role, as I have shown, in Rorty’s view. It also happens to play
a large role in the views of many another notable twentieth-century
philosophers whose perspectives share much with Rorty’s neopragma-
tism. Take for example Hans-Georg Gadamer, who took the linguistic or
hermeneutic turn as a reaction against the foundationalist philosophy of
experience offered by Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology. Gadamer
argued that the best way out of phenomenological foundationalism was
to redescribe phenomenological experience as historical in structure. He
further argued that such a redescription could be achieved only if experi-
ence gets redescribed in terms of linguistic understanding. It is thus not
at all incidental that Rorty made extensive use of Gadamer in the final
chapters of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Nor is it incidental that
Rorty fondly quoted Gadamer’s most quotable line: “Being that can be
understood is language.”60 Gadamer and Rorty bear a striking resem-
blance to one another on these matters insofar as both claim that the lin-
guistic turn is essential for turning away from foundationalism.61 Both,
in other words, deny the claim for which I have argued here, namely that
nonfoundationalism can be detached from linguisticism. Gadamer is
especially worth considering at this juncture insofar as he emphasizes as a
crucial aspect of his view the very idea which I have here argued for,
namely that experience is thoroughly temporal and historical in charac-
ter.

Gadamer’s argument against foundationalist epistemology, like
Rorty’s, took its cue in part from Heidegger’s radicalization of the basic
hermeneutic situation.62 This radicalization consisted in showing that
all understanding is historically situated such that temporal finitude is
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taken as a basic context for human understanding. This perspective
enables us to see that the foundationalist attempt to ground knowledge
in something universal and unchanging is not only impossible, but also
unnecessary. Gadamer, also like Rorty, takes this Heideggerean radical-
ization as resulting in the idea that all understanding is linguistic. Crit-
ics have replied that there is much in human experience that seems
manifestly non-linguistic.63 But Gadamer, again also like Rorty, never
denied that there is such a thing as non-linguistic experience. His point
was that all experience is in principle potentially linguistic or capable of
being understood in language—insofar as experience can be meaning-
fully understood it must be capable of being rendered into language.64

But Gadamer’s argument at this point, once again like Rorty’s,
betrays a troubling ambiguity. If foundationalism is to be avoided by
way of the strong claim that all understanding is actually linguistic,
then it is not at all clear that the weaker claim that all experience is
potentially linguistic gives us quite the foothold against foundationalism
that the stronger claim does. Potentiality is cheap, but actuality is
expensive, and it is not clear that we can use potentiality to buy our way
out of foundationalism. So not only does linguisticism face internal
problems regarding non-linguistic elements of knowledge, as I dis-
cussed in reference to Rorty above, it also faces external problems
regarding its ability to actually evade the snares of foundationalism, as
my discussion of Gadamer here shows.

Having now considered both proposed options concerning the rela-
tion between experience and language, I can conclude that neither horn
of the dilemma can be grasped. At this point, some philosophers might
wish to urge that there is an important third option which is particularly
enticing because it seems to rid us of foundationalism without moving
us over to linguisticism. This third option amounts to taking what some
philosophers have called the semiotic turn or the symbolic turn. This
path shares much with both Rorty’s pragmatism and Gadamer’s
hermeneutics. Historically, its greatest proponent is probably Charles
Peirce. More recently, it has been urged by philosophers who borrow
generously from both pragmatist and hermeneutic thought, such as Jür-
gen Habermas and Robert Brandom. In the interim decades of the mid-
dle twentieth century it can be found in the work of a wide variety of
different thinkers ranging from psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan to natural-
ist Suzanne Langer. If the linguistic turn amounts to repudiating foun-
dationalism by insisting upon the irreducible linguisticality of all
experience, then the semiotic turn attempts to repudiate foundational-
ism by more modestly insisting upon the irreducible meaningfulness of
all experience. The semiotic view obviously shares much with Rorty’s
and Gadamer’s claims that all experience is potentially linguistic insofar
as it is actually meaningful or, in another idiom, actually semiotically
rich. The semiotic turn has much to recommend it. But serious
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 problems continue to plague these semiotic or symbolic philosophies
insofar as nobody has yet convincingly shown just how it is that mean-
ing takes us beyond self-evident experience without taking us all the way
to language. Some semiotic philosophers have explicitly relied on a pri-
mary category of self-evident awareness and in so doing baldly buy into
the givenism which leads to foundationalism. Others have more care-
fully sought to avoid foundationalism, but have not made it clear where
it is that meaning exists if it exists neither in the originary consciousness
of mind nor in the diffuse behavior of language use. An exhaustive con-
sideration of the semiotic approach is beyond my scope here, so I shall
simply provisionally accept that such problems continue to plague this
tradition. Doing so enables me to explore a different kind of alternative
to foundationalism and linguisticism, namely that alternative brought
into focus by my claim for the historical and temporal quality of experi-
ence. It may turn out, of course, that the semiotic turn can come to be
regarded as just one aspect of the transitionalist turn I am urging. Yet I
shall in what follows say little more about semioticity and instead focus
my attention on temporality and historicity. I will leave it for another
occasion to explore whether or not the third way of transitionalism
which navigates between foundationalism and linguisticism is also com-
patible with the third way of semioticity.65

A thoroughly temporalized and historicized conception of experi-
ence enables pragmatism to redescribe the relation between experience
and language as analogous to that between a field and a type of action
which occurs in that field. The idea is that language is a kind of experi-
ence. To put it more simply, the idea is that speaking and listening and
writing and reading are simply kinds of experience. There is, on such a
view, neither a foundationalist question of how language represents
experience (because language is here part of the field experience) nor a
linguisticist question of how language hooks up to something other
than language (because there are all kinds of things in the field of expe-
rience which language hooks up with). On this view, language is not
different from other forms of experience in any deep and philosophi-
cally instructive way. The view holds that speaking and writing are not
radically different from cooking. Or hammering. Or hiking. Or wild-
orchid-hunting. There are of course certain obvious important differ-
ences separating each of these forms of experience. But these are
innocent piecemeal differences, not the kind of big metaphysical differ-
ences which philosophers have often supposed.

Why, we ought to ask, did philosophers ever think that language
was so different from all other forms of experience that it deserved
philosophical analysis in its own right? Why not accord similar privi-
lege to any other form of experience basic to the human condition,
such as eating, procreating, ambulating, building, or using an oppos-
able thumb? What motivates the nearly exclusive concern so many
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philosophers have had with the truth of sentences? What presupposi-
tions lurk behind this kind of talk? Foundationalists generally thought
of epistemology as an attempt to explain the conditions under which
our beliefs are true. This ultimate basis of belief, the truth-making con-
ditions, could then serve as a foundation for human knowledge. This
project, however, only makes sense if we stipulate in advance that the
truth of beliefs, or propositions, or sentences is a unique form of prac-
tical success which stands in special need of explanation. Even after
foundationalists had failed to deliver on their promises and pretty
much gave up, their linguisticist successors continued to think that
truth was a unique form of practical success which deserves to be sin-
gled out as an item for special philosophical consideration. Those prof-
fering linguisticism thus argued that they could fill in many of the gaps
left behind from foundationalism by offering an account of truth
which explicitly refused to ground beliefs in anything besides other
beliefs.

Philosophers, be they foundationalist or linguisticist in disposition,
can of course always stipulate that truth is a property of sentences, or
propositions, or beliefs. The drift of twentieth-century philosophies of
truth from Tarski to Davidson suggests that such a stipulation will
result not in a philosophically instructive theory of truth, but in a defla-
tionary account according to which truth is not the kind of thing which
philosophers can have a theory of. That may be fine, but, stipulations
aside, why is it that the only thing we should care about is the truth of
our sentences? What about the warmth of our dwellings, the nutrition
of our meals, and the effectiveness of our other tools? What is so special
about truth if we stipulate in advance that the only tools that it can
apply to are sentences? Given that assumption, of course we will end up
with a deflationary theory of truth.

Some philosophers will defend the view that truth is a unique form
of good pertaining only to sentences by arguing that the truth of sen-
tences is relevant to all other tools in a way that all other tools cannot be
relevant to the tool of language. They will argue that we can construct
sentences which are either true or false of all our other tools, whilst these
tools cannot properly be about sentences. But this defense really just
begs the question by returning to the stipulation that there is a unique
form of success called truth which applies only to those of our tools
called sentences. So what if only sentences can be ‘about’ other tools?
Why is this any more special than that only food can supply us with the
nutritive energy to use all other tools? Why is ‘aboutness’ any more
deserving of special philosophical consideration than ‘nutritional’? If
sentences are understood as one type of tool amongst many other types
and language is understood as one kind of experience amongst many
other kinds, then it follows that the forms of success relevant to language
use are not different in any philosophically significant way from the
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forms of success relevant to the use of other tools in other experiential
contexts. Successful human practice most often requires the skilful use
of a variety of tools at once (sentences, hammers, vitamins, social coop-
eration). We need not single out any one of these tools as more philo-
sophically worthy than any of the others because they are all, taken
together, requisite for practical success.

It is worthwhile at this point to pause and consider what we expect
from philosophical work on notions like truth and knowledge. I am
urging that we do not need such a thing as a philosophical theory
which defines the concept of truth. But this does not rule out a philo-
sophical inquiry into the value of truth. This, as it happens, is the very
sensible approach recently explored by Bernard Williams.66 An advan-
tage of Williams’s account, which I suggest pragmatists should take
more seriously, is that he does not focus all of his attention on the kinds
of sensible-sounding stipulations which lead to deflationary accounts of
truth. This enables Williams to confidently explore the value that truth
has in our lives. Pragmatists need not insist on a sharp separation
between the definition and the value of truth. Like Williams, and like
James before him, we can simply prioritize the project of exploring the
value of truth and then go on from there to develop working concep-
tions of what truth is.

This sort of epistemological perspective can be set in motion by
beginning with the temporalized and historicized conception of experi-
ence I have been recommending. By taking seriously the idea that truth
and knowledge are processes which develop within experience, rather
than certain kinds of states either grounded in experience (primaprag-
matist foundationalism) or enabled by consensus (neopragmatist lin-
guisticism), pragmatists can affirm that our most valuable epistemic
achievements invoke resources other than those which would be
allowed by views which regard truth as a unique form of success which
applies only to sentences and sentence-shaped entities. The broader
field in which truth, like every other honorific name for practical suc-
cess, shapes up depends not only on our sentences and our beliefs, but
also on our bodies, our skills, our tools, and the realities with which all
of these interact. Truth, like every other form of practical success, con-
sists in successful inter-experiential leadings that draw on all these
forms of experience and all their corollary kinds of tools. That, after all,
is the value that truth has in our lives.

Beyond Foundationalism and Linguisticism
The pragmatism I am urging is beyond foundationalism because it
enables us to see that we need not ground our practical successes in any
foundation of experience. We can, rather, understand successful
inquiry as unfolding within experience and not on the basis of experi-
ence. Forms of epistemic success do not stand in need of any ground-
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ing above and beyond all those ordinary details we employ in our every-
day inquiries: lab tables, notebooks, sophisticated technical equipment,
peer review mechanisms, research journals, persuasive rhetoric, and,
yes, even sentences. Knowledge and truth require no super-temporal
support when they can get all the support they need from the temporal
connections that tie past and future experiences together.

The pragmatist view is that experience, like language, need not be
purified of the contingent historical content which makes it up. There
is no primal experiential given-ness floating free of the actual historical
stream of experience. Although I have shown that they were not always
clear on this point, there are indeed moments in the works of James and
Dewey where this decidedly antifoundationalist insight comes into
clear view. “There is no general stuff of which experience at large is
made,” wrote James in 1904, “There are as many stuffs as there are
‘natures’ in the things experienced.”67 Dewey made the same point just
one year later in writing that we have “no need to search for some abo-
riginal that to which all successive experiences are attached,” since quite
simply, “Experience is always of thats.”68 The stream of experience
itself, it was the great insight of the early pragmatists, is what supplies
any experience with its coherence. Experiences gain their sense and
force through their relations to other experiences. Experiences lean on
nothing but one another. Their relations to one another are historical
(horizontal, stream-like) rather than foundational (vertical, ground-
like). An experience of experience, the kind of thing which a meta-
physics of experience would supply to foundationalist epistemology, is
therefore not required. Just as the linguistic turn eventually resulted in
the realization that we do not need a meta-language that speaks the
vocabulary of language itself, a new experiential turn can deliver the
insight that we do not need any sort of meta-experiential experience of
experience itself. This means that we can revive experience without
viewing experience as a foundation for knowledge. The view that
knowledge unfolds within experiences can thus be easily distinguished
from the foundationalist view that knowledge is grounded on the base
of experience.

The pragmatism I am urging is beyond linguisticism in that it enables
us to understand language as just one part of an account of truth and
knowledge. On this view we hash out our agreements and disagree-
ments regarding what is true by employing bridges, intuitions, paint-
ings, sentences and all other little bits of our experience. Yet none of
these tools, taken by itself or taken together with others, is determina-
tive of truth. This is because nothing, no thing, including language, is
determinative of truth per se. Language, like any other tool we employ
in hashing out what is true and what is false, is just one way in which
we place ourselves in direct contact with the experiential field in which
our lives, and all the successes and failures that make them up, unfold.
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Language does not represent experience—it is just one more form of
experience. Language is a way of getting in direct touch with reality in
order to get something done. Like all tool use, language puts us in
direct contact with the experiential reality in which we live. This prag-
matist conception of the relation between language and experience is
not at all like the foundationalist picture on which language represents
reality. Language, so says the pragmatist, is just one form of experience.
There is on this view no more problem in our use of language than in
our use of any other tool.

There are of course different uses of different tools. But there is
nothing in general separating these various tools which a special disci-
pline called epistemology or metaphysics might give us an account of.
Separations between different kinds of experience are due to contingent
historical accretion rather than metaphysical or epistemological neces-
sity. Why, for example, do we find the use of a hammer more like the
use of a screwdriver than like the use of a paintbrush? Whatever the
merits of this view, it is obviously the result of centuries of cultural con-
tingencies and not that of the intrinsic properties of hammers, screw-
drivers, and paintbrushes. The same, of course, goes for the thought
that aesthetic uses of language have more in common with scientific
uses of language than the former do with paintbrushes and the latter
with microscopes. From another perspective we might regard these dif-
ferent uses of language as less like one another and more like the other
tools we use to accomplish the tasks that these uses of language are
involved in. Perhaps aesthetic language has more to do with paint-
brushes and painters than it does with scientific language, political lan-
guage, and botanical language. Perhaps, after all, language is not nearly
so special as some philosophers have thought.

Pragmatists who want to focus philosophical attention on the expe-
riential field in which human action unfolds, hangs together, and then
falls apart again, would do good to remember that experience is a tran-
sition more complex than linguisticism could acknowledge and more
flexible than foundationalism would allow.69
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NOTES

1. Kloppenberg (1996), Westbrook (2005), and Jay (2005).
2. I employ “primapragmatism” to refer to that strand of pragmatism that

began with the standard trio of classical pragmatists (Peirce, James, Dewey), was
carried forward in the mid-century pragmatists whose work proceeded largely
under the influence of Dewey, and is currently sustained by contemporary
philosophers working primarily on themes and issues raised in classical pragma-
tism. I avoid “classical pragmatist” as a name for this complete strand because that
term is best reserved for the canonical trio of original pragmatists and because it
can sound quite awkward to refer to contemporaries in this tradition as “classical”
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pragmatists. I avoid “paleopragmatism” as an alternative because of its negative
connotations. I find that “primapragmatism” catches the meaning quite exactly
(“first pragmatism”) but with the disadvantage of not being immediately perspic-
uous to all readers.

3. For summaries of these debates in historical scholarship see Toews (1987)
and Scott (1991); for summaries in political theory see Bohman (1998) and
Talisse (2004).

4. For just one example, see Axtell (2006) for a recent attempt to employ prag-
matism towards a resolution of the debates between externalist and internalist
epistemologies.

5. Sellars (1956)
6. Rorty (1979) most convincingly drew the connections between Sellars’s

work and antifoundationalism.
7. James 1904a, 175 and 1905, 215
8. Dewey 1925, 36, 298, 401
9. The metaphor of scheme and content is borrowed from Davidson (1974).
10. Dewey 1925, 86, 264
11. Dewey 1925, 4–5
12. Dewey 1930, 261
13. Santayana (1925), Rorty (1977a), and Brandom (2004).
14. Sleeper 1985, 12, 13
15. Sleeper 1986, 6, 201; Sleeper’s position exemplifies one side in an ongoing

debate in pragmatist scholarship over “metaphysics of existence” versus “meta-
physics of experience” interpretations of Dewey.

16. Rorty (1985)
17. Alexander (1987), Bernstein (1966), Gouinlock (1972)
18. Gouinlock 1995, 86
19. Gouinlock 1972, 2
20. Seigfried (2001 and 1990, 347–50)
21. Seigfried 1990, 2, 300. Hilary Putnam’s slightly different view is that

James’s theory of experience affirms givenism but denies foundationalism: “James
wants to say that we perceive external things immediately, and we don’t perceive
them incorrigibly” (Putnam 1990, 242).

22. Haack’s (1993, 1996) work is among the most persuasive, but see also For-
est (2007) for the most recent contribution to these debates.

23. Hildebrand 2003, 107
24. Shook 2000, 121
25. Pappas 1997, 524, 527; cf. Pappas forthcoming, ch. 1,  1. Pappas explic-

itly attempts to distinguish his conception from the doctrine of the given, but it is
not clear that he can successfully do so within the confines of his interpretation of
Dewey.

26. See Aikin, forthcoming
27. Miller 2005, 367
28. Rorty 1993, 337
29. Rorty 1993, 340
30. Rorty (1979). For a briefer version of Rorty’s argument as I have described

it see Rorty (1977b). Note that while Donovan (1995) describes Rorty similarly,
he does not tie his interpretation of Rorty into many of the broader themes in the
intellectual history of pragmatism which I here discuss.
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31. Nagel 1979, xiii and Nagel 1991, 6
32. See Gross (forthcoming)
33. Rorty 2007, 160
34. Rorty 1993, 351
35. Rorty 2000, 29
36. Brandom (1994)
37. Brandom 2004, 15
38. Rorty 1980, 165
39. McDowell 2000, 115
40. McDowell 1994, 5
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