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ABSTRACT
PRAGMATISM AND PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY
By

Scot D. Yoder

Philosophers are increasingly shifting their attention from the abstract and
technical problems which have characterized professional philosophy to
problems of a more practical and public nature. While this interest in practical
philosophy has been welcomed by many people, it has also met with significant
skepticism and criticism. Many professional philosophers still view practical
philosophy as academically suspect, if not professionally inappropriate. My
goals in this project are to develop a fuller understanding of practical
philosophy and to offer a philosophically defensible framework for doing it.

First, I argue that though we have come to think of philosophy as a
theory-centered discipline largely unconcerned with practical matters, there is
ample evidence to suggest that throughout much of the history of philosophy
practical concerns were considered legitimate subjects for philosophical
investigation. The recent interest in practical philosophy is not the development
of a new style of philosophy, but a reclamation of a style of philosophy which
has been long overlooked.

Second, I clarify more precisely what practical philosophy is by
contrasting it with both theory-centered philosophy and applied philosophy. In

contrast to theory-centered philosophy, which emphasizes problems that are



abstract, universal, and eternal, practical philosophy addresses concrete,
particular, and timely problems — i.e., problems which are highly dependent
on the context in which they arise. While both practical and applied philosophy
claim that philosophy can legitimately address practical concerns, practical
philosophy rejects the assumption implicit in applied philosophy, that practical
problems of philosophical interest are merely particular instances of more
general philosophical problems. Such a view encourages a distinction between
doing philosophy and applying it.

Third, to support the claim that practical philosophers are actually doing
philosophy, I argue that American pragmatism provides a philosophically
defensible framework for understanding practical philosophy. I note several
features of pragmatism which make it especially well suited a; an approach to
practical philosophy. Connecting practical philosophy to this important, but
often neglected, tradition within philosophy, lends support to the claim that
practical philosophy has a place alongside its more theory-centered counterpart
in the discipline of philosophy.

Finally, I explore wide reflective equilibrium as a model of philosophical
inquiry which has the potential to bring practical and theory-centered philosophy

closer together.
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INTRODUCTION

In this century professional academic philosophy has come under serious
attack both from within and from without the profession. Several notable
philosophers have called the discipline into question, some urging a “recovery”
of philosophy, others more dramatically pronouncing an end to philosophy or
calling for a “post-philosophical culture.” Criticism from without the discipline
has been sometimes harsh and in some ways more threatening. Those who teach
philosophy today often find themselves on the defensive, trying to explain to
students, parents, administrators, and even other faculty why philosophy is an
important part of the curriculum.

A thread common to these criticisms is that academic philosophy has
become technical, narrow, and inaccessible; it has become a subject of interest
to philosophy professors and some of their students, but largely irrelevant to the
general public. The concern centers not so much on any particular philosophical
problem or solution, but on the enterprise itself — its selection of problems
and its role in both academic and everyday life. The question is whether
professional philosophy can incorporate the role of practical or public

philosopher, a role which includes “accepting responsibility for addressing

'See John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy” 3-5, 23 and
Richard Rorty, “Introduction: Pragmatism and Philosophy” xxxvii-xliv. A
collection of essays on this topic can be found in After Philosophy: End or
Transformation, ed. Kenneth Baynes, James Bohman, and Thomas McCarthy,
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1987.



public problems and for applying insights gained from one’s technical work to
public issues” (Cotkin 4). What are the prospects for such a change?

There are reasons to be both optimistic and pessimistic. On the one hand,
there is considerable evidence that professional philosophy is expanding its
horizons to address more practical and public issues. One needs only take note
of the proliferation of new philosophy courses and journals devoted to more
practical subjects such as social policy, feminism, racism, cognitive science, and
practical ethics to see that change is taking place. Possibly the most notable
change has taken place in moral philosophy over the past twenty-five years.

The shift from a preoccupation with meta-ethics to an emphasis on practical
ethics and social policy has shown that philosophers can productively address
concrete and important problems of public concern. It has also demonstrated
that they can work with, teach, and learn from professionals in other disciplines.
On the other hand, these developments have frequently been criticized. They
are often met with curiosity and skepticism from those outside of philosophy,
and viewed by many professional philosophers as academically suspect, if not
professionally inappropriate. These criticisms indicate that the move to
practical philosophy requires not only an expansion or shift in the subject matter
of philosophy, but also a reconceptualization of what it means to be a

professional philosopher.



1 Overview

Ultimately, I believe practical philosophy belongs securely in the domain
of professional philosophy. Fully demonstrating this, however, is a complex
undertaking that lies beyond the limits of this dissertation. My aim instead is to
make some preliminary but important contributions to this larger project by
developing a fuller understanding of practical philosophy and to offer a
philosophically defensible framework for doing it. With this in mind, I have
divided the project into two parts.

Part One focuses on the idea of practical philosophy and its place in
philosophical tradition. In Chapter 1 I argue that practical concerns have
historically had a prominent place in the discipline of philosophy. However,
beginning in the early seventeenth century, philosophers increasingly ignored
and even dismissed them as the proper objects of philosophical reflection and,
as a result, by the twentieth century philosophy was viewed as primarily a
theoretical discipline largely indifferent to practical concerns. Making this
historical point helps us to see that the recent interest in practical philosophy
does not require creating a new space within the discipline, but reclaiming a
space abandoned by a certain historical turn in philosophy. To better understand
the status of practical philosophy I look at two historical accounts of the decline
of practical philosophy in the United States. The first account, proposed by
Stephen Toulmin, focuses on the rise of theory-centered philosophy. This style
of philosophy, which frames problems and solutions in timeless, universal terms,

is associated with Descartes and modern philosophy. The second account,



offered by Bruce Kuklick, highlights the professionalization of philosophy that
coincided with the rise of the American university during the first part of this
century. Though they focus on distinct historical factors, these accounts are
compatible. Because theory-centered philosophy dominated at a time when the
discipline became professionalized, it has become “institutionalized™ as the
professional mode of doing philosophy. Understanding the connection between
these two factors draws attention to a challenge that confronts those pursuing
practical philosophy — reclaiming practical philosophy will require
reconceptualizing the profession of philosophy.

Despite its recent re-emergence, it is not clear that practical philosophy is
consistently or well understood. In Chapter 2 I examine two contrasting
conceptions of how philosophy should be brought to bear on practical concerns:
applied philosophy and practical philosophy. While both claim that philosophy
can be relevant to the resolution of practical problems, I argue that practical
philosophy is preferable. Applied philosophy is unacceptable both because it
creates barriers between philosophy that addresses practical concerns and
philosophy that addresses theoretical concerns, and because it misrepresents the
relationship between theory and practice. In addition to avoiding these
problems, practical philosophy is preferable because its historical lineage places
it more firmly within the philosophical tradition and because it is more sensitive
to the importance of context — a feature that is important to any adequate

philosophical approach to practical problems.



A strong commitment to context, I will argue, has three implications.
First, practical philosophy will be oriented toward concrete problems that
emerge in a particular social and historical setting. This orientation contrasts
sharply with the preoccupation with timeless, universal problems associated with
professional philosophy. Second, the solutions practical philosophers offer to
such questions will tend to be provisional. The solutions will be both fallible
and contingent; they will be proposed given the present, always somewhat
incomplete, state of knowledge, and thus, subject to revision in light of new
knowledge, technological advances, social changes, and new philosophical
theories. Finally, practical philosophy will be interdisciplinary. Careful
attention to the context in which problems arise makes it difficult to focus
exclusively on what are typically taken to be the philosophical dimensions. For
this reason, philosophers who turn their attention to practical issues will find it
both useful and necessary to draw on resources from other disciplines.

The historical analysis and exploration of differing conceptions of how
philosophy should be brought to bear on practical problems indicate that
practical philosophy is neither completely accepted nor completely understood
within professional philosophy. It also raises the following question: Is
practical philosophy philosophically defensible? In Part Two of the dissertation
I respond to that question by arguing that American Pragmatism provides a
plausible framework and philosophical defense of practical philosophy. I begin
in Chapter 3 by developing a “thin conception” of pragmatism, a conception

highlighting elements common to most, if not all, versions of pragmatism.



Because pragmatism developed as a reaction to the Cartesian tradition in
mainstream philosophy, I develop this thin conception of pragmatism by
contrasting it with the basic presuppositions of the Cartesian tradition. Using
Cartesianism as a backdrop four central features of pragmatism emerge — 1)
anti-representationalism, 2) a commitment to the agent-centered point of view
and the instrumental nature of thought, 3) a blurring of the distinction between
fact and value, and 4) fallibilism. While these features do not constitute a tightly
organized set of doctrines, they do, I believe, form a more or less coherent and
fair, if not complete, characterization of American pragmatism. What I have in
mind is something like Rawls’s idea of an "overlapping consensus" (Political
Liberalism 15, 39, 144-149). Various fully-developed conceptions of
pragmatism differ in a number of ways, but there is an overlapping consensus
among them on these four features. No fully-developed conception of
pragmatism consists of only these four features, but most conceptions, if not all,
include them.

In Chapter 4 I draw on the conceptions of practical philosophy and
pragmatism developed in Chapters 2 and 3 to argue that pragmatism not only
offers a promising framework for practical philo_sophy, but it also provides a
philosophical defense of practical philosophy. I focus on three overlapping
concerns or themes common to practical philosophy and pragmatism: the
centrality of context, fallibilism, and the need for interdisciplinary approaches to
problems. I also look at three relatively recent projects in which the authors

self-consciously explore pragmatism as a framework for addressing issues in
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their particular areas of practical philosophy (environmental philosophy,
bioethics, and feminism). These examples provide insights into practical
philosophy and its relationship to pragmatism inasmuch as they suggest answers
to two questions. First, what is it that makes the non-pragmatic approaches to
problems in these areas of practical philosophy insufficient or inadequate?
Second, why do the authors believe that pragmatism offers a more promising
approach?

Throughout the first four chapters I emphasize the contrast between
practical and theory-centered philosophy, and explore pragmatism as a
framework for understanding practical philosophy in part because of the priority
it places on practice over theory. While this provides support for practical
philosophy, it still leaves open the question of how we are to understand the
relationship between theory and practice in philosophy. In Chapter 5 I argue
that the relationship between theory and practice within philosophy should be
understood as an activity similar to what is known in moral philosophy as wide
reflective equilibrium. According to this view, philosophers, both theoretical
and practical, are engaged in a constant attempt to maintain equilibrium between
1) their knowledge of the natural world and social arrangements, 2) their various
considered moral judgments about the world, and 3) their philosophical (i.e.,
moral, epistemological, or metaphysical) theories. When new problematic
situations upset the equilibrium, stability may be restored by modifying beliefs
or practices in one or more of these areas. However, there is no predetermined

procedure that dictates in which areas modifications must be made.
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Furthermore, such resolution should only be considered provisional, as we may
be forced to re-evaluate them in light of new empirical information, social
changes, shifts in philosophical theories and commitments, or the emergence of
new problematic cases.

Understanding philosophical inquiry as a process similar to wide
reflective equilibrium helps to address a question implicitly raised by the
contrast between practical and theory-centered philosophy — what is the
relationship between practical and professional philosophy? Though I want to
make room within academic philosophy for practical concerns, I do not want to
eliminate theoretical concerns or portray philosophy as a discipline with two
disparate and independent elements. Because wide reflective equilibrium
requires that coherence be established between judgments at all levels of
generality and between practical and theoretical concerns, it reveals the
connections between practical and theory-centered philosophy. They are two
interdependent parts of a unified, comprehensive conception of philosophical
inquiry. On the one hand, solutions to practical problems must be informed by
philosophical theories and commitments. On the other hand, attention to
practical concerns corrects and extends theoretical philosophy, testing it,
providing it with rich examples, and suggesting areas where further theoretical
investigation might be fruitful. Practical philosophy without theory-centered
philosophy is shallow and unsystematic. Theory-centered philosophy without
practical philosophy is isolated and detached from broader academic and public

constituencies.
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2 A Metaphilosophical Project

This is a project about practical philosophy rather than a project in
practical philosophy. Rather than addressing a specific problem, such as justice
in health care or animal rights, which a practical philosopher might be
concerned with, it is concerned with the nature of practical philosophy, its goals,
its methods, and its relationship to other disciplines. In other words, it is
metaphilosophy, the philosophy of philosophy.

Metaphilosophy is problematic for two reasons. First, one could quite
plausibly argue that the very concept of metaphilosophy is incoherent — there
can be no such thing. Normally, when one thinks of the other “meta”
disciplines, metaethics for instance, one has two disciplines in mind — a first-
order discipline (i.e., ethics) and a second-order discipline (i.e., metaethics) that
is a study of the first-order discipline. In most such cases, the disciplines are
more or less distinguishable. Metaethics, for instance, is concerned with the
concepts, methods of justification, and metaphysical assumptions of ethics, but
not with determining exactly what things are good or right, and certainly not
with making moral judgments regarding specific cases. Doing metaethics is not
doing ethics. The same cannot be said of metaphilosophy. When one does
metaphilosophy, one is still doing philosophy — one uses the tools and
methods of philosophy as part of the analysis. Granting this, I make no claim or
attempt to step completely outside of philosophy. Moreover, I acknowledge my
philosophical commitments up front — my philosophical approach is largely in

keeping with the tradition of American Pragmatism. Still, it is helpful, I think,
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to speak of metaphilosophy when the discipline of philosophy is itself the object
of our philosophizing. It is in this sense that this project should be classified as
metaphilosophy. Given my philosophical orientation, it might best be
considered a work of pragmatic metaphilosophy.

Second, metaphilosophy is problematic because defining philosophy itself
is problematic. If one surveys philosophy departments in North America and
Europe, an enormous diversity of activity can be found. There is, to be sure, a
certain connection to a historical tradition that generally ties these activities
together, but one would be hard pressed to identify a noncontroversial set of
necessary and sufficient conditions that would identify any and all
“philosophical” activities. As Kai Nielsen has said, “‘[p]hilosophy is not the
name of a natural kind. In that way it differs from ‘oak’ and ‘tide’ and is more
like ‘gender’ or ‘pessimism’. There is nothing there in the social world that we
could discover that philosophy must be” (On Transforming Philosophy 4). The
same, I think, can be said for practical philosophy. There is a wide variety of
work that could be broadly construed as practical philosophy. Thus, in writing
about practical philosophy one must strike a careful balance — providing a
thick enough description to clarify, but not so thick as to unduly restrict an

evolving field.

3 Understanding the Terminology: Some Helpful Distinctions
English speaking philosophers in the twentieth century have been

preoccupied, if not obsessed, with our use of language. They have stressed both

10



Y

wey "

S
[T
e

e
boeas

-

R

L

A



the ways in which language can confuse us and the importance of getting clear
on the meanings of the words that we use. Some have even argued that once we
clarify the meaning of our words, many philosophical problems will disappear.
While I am not nearly that optimistic, I think it wise to provide, at least in a
preliminary fashion, an account of some of the different types of philosophy
discussed throughout this project. Thus, in what follows, I provide rough
characterizations of practical philosophy, theory-centered philosophy,
professional philosophy, and public philosophy, but make no attempt to provide
strict definitions complete with necessary and sufficient conditions. These rough
characterizations are meant only to be an initial guide for the reader. A much
fuller account, particularly of practical and theory-centered philosophy, emerges
in subsequent chapters.

Getting clear on terminology often involves drawing useful distinctions.
For instance, although making a distinction between the concept of a person and
the concept of a human being does not necessarily resolve all moral questions
regarding abortion or treatment termination for patients in a persistent vegetative
state, it does help to identify potential sources of conflict and opens up new
perspectives from which to address these issues. Other times an analysis reveals
that a distinction, once thought important, is no longer useful. In medical
ethics, for example, the distinction between ordinary and extraordinary means,
once thought to be the hinge on which treatment termination decisions turned,

has proven to be both conceptually flawed and practically fruitless. Both
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drawing and dissolving distinctions can help us better understand our subject
and its problems.

In this project I want to both draw and dissolve distinctions between
different types of philosophy, in particular between what I call theory-centered
and practical philosophy. It is this distinction that permeates the entire
dissertation. One goal of this project is to better understand practical
philosophy and its relationship, both historical and conceptual, to theory-
centered philosophy. To do this it is important to distinguish between these two
forms of philosophy. However, I also want to defend practical philosophy as a
legitimate part of the discipline of philosophy — a discipline that for most of
this century has been characterized as a largely theoretical discipline. To do
this it will be necessary, in some sense, to weaken the distinction and emphasize
the mutual dependence between theory-centered and practical philosophy.
Rather than being two completely distinct and mutually exclusive forms of
philosophy, I argue, they are distinguishable, but interdependent components of
a unified, comprehensive conception of philosophical inquiry.

In discussing the distinction between theory-centered and practical
philosophy I will largely follow the contrast as described by Stephen Toulmin in
two works, “The Recovery of Practical Philosophy” (1988) and Cosmopolis
(1990). Theory-centered philosophy, as Toulmin describes it, is a form of
philosophy that construes philosophical problems as abstract, timeless and
universal. These are those classic intractable problems that can be found in

countless introductory philosophy textbooks — Does God exist? What is the
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good? What is knowledge, truth, or reality? Do humans have free will? The
usual treatment of such problems is theory-centered, not because theory is
invoked in the process of working toward a resolution, but because the problems
themselves are constructed as predominantly theoretical problems, abstracted
and detached from tangible connection to the tangled complexities of everyday
experience. In addressing these problems, theory-centered philosophy attempts,
as much as possible, to filter out or ignore the particular, contingent elements
that inevitably shape experience. Such factors create “noise” that distracts or
distorts our attention from the “real” philosophical — i.e., the theoretical —
issues involved. Theory-centered philosophy is not so much concerned with
what is good in this time and place, but with what the Good is (notice the
capitalization) — what is good for all times and all places.

Consider, for example, the question of whether or not a poorl4-year-old
boy from a broken home should be tried as an adult for killing an elderly
woman during an attempted burglary. This is not the sort of question that a
theory-centered philosopher would be inclined or well equipped to address. The
contingencies of age, social-economic class, or family background that are
essential features of the issue at hand — i.e., features on which decisions
regarding the boy’s future will likely be made — are the type of contextual
details that are largely irrelevant to the theory-centered philosopher. They
would be filtered out in order to focus on the philosophical issues involved.

The theory-centered philosopher would more likely be concerned with a

different set of more abstract questions such as whether or not anyone has free
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will, the nature of moral autonomy and moral responsibility, and the relationship
between these concepts and state sanctioned punishment.

In Pragmatism William James tells a story about a student’s thesis that
illustrates nicely this general picture of theory-centered philosophy. The student
began, James writes,

. .. by saying that he had always taken for granted that when you

entered a philosophic classroom you had to open relations with a

universe entirely distinct from the one you left behind you in the

street. The two were supposed, he said, to have so little to do with

each other, that you could not possibly occupy your mind with

them at the same time. The world of concrete personal

experiences to which the street belongs is multitudinous beyond

imagination, tangled, muddy, painful and perplexed. The world to

which your philosophy-professor introduces you is simple, clean,

and noble. The contradictions of real life are absent from it. Its

architecture is classic. Principles of reason trace its outlines,

logical necessities cement its parts. Purity and dignity are what it

most expresses. It is a kind of marble temple shining on a hill

(Pragmatism 14).

In this passage James is not trying to draw a contrast between theory-centered
and practical philosophy, but rather between the orientation and temperament of
rationalist and empiricist philosophers. He cites the student as an example of
the former. However, the student’s understanding of philosophy provides a nice
caricature of theory-centered philosophy as I have been trying to describe it. It
is highly abstract, intentionally removed from everyday life and experience —
purified, if you will, of messy contingencies.

What is further implied, is that the world of philosophy (i.e., theory-

centered philosophy) and the world of the street (i.e., everyday life) are almost

entirely separate, held together by only the thinnest of threads — one can move
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back and forth between the two, but one must leave one in order to enter the
other. The world of theory-centered philosophy is a realm of detached
contemplation, the world of the street is a realm of engaged activity. The two
worlds simply do not share the same problems. The problems of theory-
centered philosophy are highly general and abstracted from particular problems
of everyday life. Nor is there any suggestion that solutions achieved in the
classroom would have any direct implications for the street.

In contrast, practical philosophy, one might say, is concerned with the
street — it is explicitly concerned with problems that are concrete, particular,
and dependent on various contingencies. Rather than asking “What is the
good?” or “What is knowledge?” a practical philosopher might be more inclined
to ask “Is it morally acceptable, as a matter of public policy, to allow alcoholics
to compete equally with non-alcoholics for the limited supply of transplantable
livers?” or “How do we know that allopathic medicine is superior to
homeopathic medicine?” In such questions, the context is an integral part of the
problem, not an irrelevant consideration that can be set aside or filtered out. It
makes a difference, for instance, that there is a shortage of transplantable organs
such that some people will die for lack of a transplanted liver. Evidence
regarding the life expectancy of both alcoholic and non-alcoholic transplant
recipients — evidence that might change with improving surgical procedures

or more effective long term treatment for alcoholism — might also be relevant.
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As Louis Katzner has said, practical or applied philosophy® “insists upon
addressing these issues in the contexts in which they arise, rather than
constantly abstracting from real situations to ideal cases. In other words, rather
than treating the facts of a situation as variables that can be altered at will . . .
applied philosophy insists upon beginning with the facts and sticking to them”
(33). The problems of practical philosophy are the more everyday problems that
are often used awkwardly in introductory philosophy texts as examples to
illustrate “real” (i.e., the theoretical) philosophical problems. It is almost as if a
sort of “bait and switch” strategy is employed.> A practical problem serves as
the bait that engages the student. However, as soon as the student is hooked,
the author switches to what he or she regards as the “real” problem, an abstract
question of theory-centered philosophy.

Furthermore, the solutions sought to practical problems are not nice tidy
theories, but reliable guides to action. The question of whether or not to supply
alcoholics with liver transplants is asked, not because it is an interesting
theoretical question (although it might be one), but because physicians and
policymakers are confronted with a different decision between alternative
courses of action. This is not to say that theories of justice or conceptions of
freedom might not be relevant and useful; they may well be. However, it is the

need to act, to make a decision, that generates the problem in the first place.

’In Chapter Two I distinguish between practical and applied philosophy. I
use Katzner’s term here because his point applies equally well to practical
philosophy.

3This characterization was offered by Martin Benjamin.
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Any response, however elegant at the theoretical level, that does not at least
suggest a particular course of action relevant to the context in which the
problem was raised, would not be considered a solution at all. Likewise, an
answer to the question of whether allopathic medicine is superior to
homeopathic medicine might be used by a government agency to allocate
research dollars, by an insurance company to determine how to reimburse health
care providers, or by individuals to make decisions about what sort of health
care to seek. Finally, deciding how to deal with a 14-year-old accused of
murder could have significant implications not only for that individual, but for
broader policies governing how to treat juveniles in our criminal justice system.
In contrast to theory-centered philosophy, practical philosophy considers such
questions as legitimate philosophical questions — as no less philosophical due
to their dependence on context and connection to action.

In addition to theory-centered and practical philosophy, I will also refer
throughout the project to professional philosophy and public philosophy. For
this reason, I need to say a bit about each of these and how they relate to the
distinction between theory-centered and practical philosophy.

Ever since Plato established the Academy, philosophy has been associated
with institutions of learning.* While the relationship has at times been close and
at other times more distant, philosophers have been more or less consistently

represented in academia. However, not all philosophers have been

“For an interesting discussion of the relationship between philosophers and
institutions of higher learning, see D. W. Hamlyn’s Being a Philosopher.
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academicians. While philosophy was taught in universities throughout the
medieval and modern periods, many prominent and influential philosophers held
no academic appointments. To cite a few examples from the modern period
alone, Descartes held no academic appointment, Hume was a librarian, Spinoza
a lense grinder, Locke was a personal physician and political advisor, John
Stuart Mill an official of the East India Company and a legislator. These
examples make it clear that much important philosophical work was done
outside of the academic world. This is no longer the case. Philosophy is now
almost exclusively an academic discipline governed by professional
philosophers. Philosophers influential in the discipline today generally make
their living teaching and writing about philosophy; they are associated with
universities and other institutions of learning and gain their professional status
from these associations. Commenting on the twentieth century in his history of
philosophy as a practice, D. W. Hamlyn writes, “when considering the practice
of philosophy, differences between philosophical doctrines and theoretical
approaches pale in significance by comparison with the almost universal fact
that in this century philosophy has become an academic and professionally
managed subject” (127).

The professionalization of philosophy is a relatively recent phenomenon
— a product of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. That is not to
say that there were not philosophers who made their living as philosophers prior
to that time. However, it is in the late nineteenth century that the characteristics

of a profession began to emerge in philosophy — philosophical journals,
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professional organizations and societies, and doctoral programs designed to train
philosophers to be future teachers, researchers, and writers. Many of these
developments were not unique to philosophy, but were connected to the much
broader professionalization of academic disciplines associated with the
developing and expanding university system. In any event it is fair to say that
to be a professional philosopher in the United States today is to be associated
with a university or other institution of higher learning. Thus, academic and
professional philosophy, at least in America, are for all practical purposes
synonymous.

How do these more sociological points relate to the distinction between
theory-centered and practical philosophy? By the middle of the twentieth
century the style of philosophy practiced by professional philosophers was
almost exclusively theory-centered philosophy. The norm for professional
philosophers — a norm enforced through the system of professional rewards
and advancement (e.g., professional recognition, publication, academic
appointment, tenure, etc.) — was theory-centered philosophy. The association
was so strong that the distinction between practical and theoretical philosophy
may not have even made much sense to a philosopher in the 1950s. Academic
philosophy’s self-image was that of a theoretical, and rather technical,
discipline. Practical concerns lay outside of the discipline. This perception and
self-image was so strong that when the famous English philosopher Bertrand
Russell wrote on subjects of moral, social, or political concern (and he often

did) he made clear that he did not do so as a philosopher. Thus, by the middle
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of the twentieth century theory-centered philosophy, academic philosophy, and
professional philosophy were closely related, if not equated. Theory-centered
philosophy dominated academic philosophy which, in turn, formed the basis for
professional philosophy. For this reason, practical philosophy, as it is described
above, could just as easily have been contrasted with professional or academic
philosophy as with theory-centered philosophy.

The philosophical scene, at least in the United States and Great Britain,
has changed significantly in the past twenty-five years. Professional (i.e.,
academic) philosophers more frequently turn their attention to problems of a
practical nature. Maybe the most dramatic example can be found in the
burgeoning field of biomedical ethics, but philosophers have begun to look at a
range of social and moral issues including war and nonviolence, sexism, racism,
capital punishment, and animal rights. Numerous journals devoted to practical
philosophy, or to particular issues within practical philosophy have emerged,
and courses on such subjects are now frequently taught in colleges and
universities. This suggests that theory-centered philosophy’s dominance of
professional philosophy is starting to wane.

The changes, however, have not taken place without resistance. There are
still a significant number of philosophers who consider practical philosophy to
be a second-rate, less rigorous form of philosophy, or to be outside the
boundaries of professional philosophy altogether. For many, the adjective

“theory-centered” adds nothing to the noun “philosophy” — theory-centered
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philosophy just is philosophy. “Practical” philosophy is to be contrasted not
with “theory-centered” philosophy, but with “pure” philosophy.

The association of theory-centered and professional philosophy gives rise
to a number of metaphilosophical questions regarding practical philosophy.
What is practical philosophy? Can we meaningfully talk about practical
philosophy, or do practical problems — those that arise in particular contexts
and that are motivated by the need to act — lie outside the discipline of
philosophy? What is the relationship of practical philosophy to theory-centered
philosophy? Can theoretical and practical concerns be integrated within
philosophy or must they remain separate? What is the relationship of practical
philosophy to professional philosophy? Can a practical philosopher be a
professional philosopher? How do we need to re-envision the profession of
philosophy if practical philosophy is considered a legitimate part of the
discipline of philosophy? These are the sorts of questions that I want to address
in this project.

For the sake of clarity, one further distinction should be made. Practical
and public philosophy are, in my mind, closely related, but they are not
synonymous. As I have tried to describe it, practical philosophy is
distinguished by the types of problems it addresses — those that are particular,
concrete, contingent, etc. In contrast, public philosophy, as I understand it, is
characterized more by its audience than by its problems. Public philosophy —
whether it is practical or theory-centered — is addressed to a general audience

rather than to other philosophers, particularly other professional philosophers.
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In general, it will contain less jargon specific to the profession so that it is
intellectually accessible to a wider audience. For this reason public philosophy
is perhaps best contrasted with professional philosophy, the audience for which
is largely other professional philosophers.

There is certainly a connection between practical and public philosophy.
One reason for this is that the problems that are likely to be of interest to a
public audience are problems of a more practical nature. A fine example of a
project that exemplifies both practical and public philosophy is James Rachels’
1975 article on active and passive euthanasia that appeared in the New England
Journal of Medicine.® This widely cited and reprinted article deals with a very
concrete problem, but it does so in a way that is very accessible to health care
professionals and other non-philosophers. However, practical and public
philosophy are not synonymous. On the one hand, public philosophy can be
concerned with predominantly theoretical issues. The public lectures that
William James presented to audiences in Berkeley and that later became the
basis for the book, Pragmatism, are examples of public philosophy, but not of
practical philosophy. The essays, while lucidly written to be accessible to a
public audience, provide a new approach to the primarily abstract and theoretical
problems that are part of traditional philosophy. On the other hand, a practical
philosopher may deal with an issue of public concern in a manner that is quite

technical and inaccessible to the general public. One could cite many examples,

SRachels, James. “Active and Passive Euthanasia.” New England Journal
of Medicine 292.2 (1975): 78-80.
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but the article “The Metaphysics of Brain Death” by Jeff McMahan illustrates
the point quite nicely.® This article is technical, filled with philosophical
jargon, and tightly argued. Though it clearly has relevance to many practical
issues in medicine, it is probably not the type of article that a non-philosopher
would find particularly accessible.

I began this project with the intent of exploring public philosophy.
However, it gradually became clear to me that my real concern was with
practical philosophy. I think practical philosophy is at its best when it is closer
to public rather than professional philosophy, but I will not argue that point in
this project.

One final comment or disclaimer. The differences between practical and
theory-centered philosophy and between public and professional philosophy are
not always clear cut. The characterizations offered here are rough, and perhaps
overly simplified. In fact, many works in philosophy, such as John Rawls’ 4
Theory of Justice, defy easy classification. It is, on the one hand, technical and
theoretical. Professional philosophers have written endlessly and in great detail
in responding to and elaborating on the book. On the other hand, the book has
practical significance and others have tried to trace the implications of Rawls’

theory for a variety of concrete issues.” Furthermore, while the work is hardly a

¢Jeff McMahan, “The Metaphysics of Brain Death,” Bioethics 9.2 (1995):
91-126.

’One of the best known examples is Norman Daniels’s work on health care
Justice. See “Health-care Needs and Distributive Justice;” “Equality of What:
W elfare, Resources, or Capabilities;” “Determining ‘Medical Necessity’ in Mental
Health Practice,” (with James E. Sabin); “The Prudential Life-span Account of
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best-seller, it has drawn readers from many disciplines other than philosophy.
Many other examples of “fuzzy” or “boundary” cases could be provided. Such
boundary cases are not counterexamples to the distinctions provided, nor do they
suggest that there is no need to explore the relationship between theory-centered
and practical philosophy. Instead they point to the potential connections
between the two. The fact that so much interesting work takes place on the

boundaries is a good reason to focus on what happens there.

Justice Across Generations;” “Problems with Prudence;” “Merit and
M eritocracy;” “Rationing Fairly: Programmatic Considerations.”
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CHAPTER ONE

PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY: HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

1 Ambivalence Towards Practical Philosophy
The path I have taken toward a career in philosophy has not been
particularly direct. Instead I have moved back and forth, and pretty much
equally divided my time between academic and non-academic work. After
receiving a B.A. in 1983 I spent one year working construction, followed by two
years at Bowling Green State University where I received an M. A. in
philosophy. After another year of teaching philosophy, I left academia again to
take a job as a systems analyst with a not-for-profit insurance and financial
services company. However, it would not quite be accurate to say that I
completely left philosophy. I continued to teach on an adjunct basis, and during
my time with the insurance company found myself increasingly involved in what
could only be characterized as some form of practical philosophy. I chaired a
committee exploring ethical issues in organ transplantation, developed
educational materials and presentations on advance directives and health care
reform, and even became marginally involved in corporate issues regarding
socially responsible investing. Still, after seven years in the “real” world I
knew that I wanted to return to school for further training in philosophy.
A little more than a year after I returned to graduate school I spent a
cold, bone-numbing day working alongside a dozen or so other parents who had

VoOlunteered to build a playground at our children's elementary school. Despite

26




the adverse weather conditions we had fun working together on a common and
worthwhile project. As we thawed out over pizza at the end of the day people
began to share stories about their jobs and work. There was a man who worked
in a lumberyard, a computer programmer, a building contractor, a prison guard,
a teacher, and people employed in a variety of other occupations that I can no
longer remember. What I can clearly recall, however, is the dread I felt at the
thought that someone might ask me what I do. People would look my direction
and I would reply, “I’m a graduate student in philosophy.” There would be an
awkward moment as we all realized that the person who asked the question
hadn’t the slightest idea of what a philosopher did or even what further
questions to ask me. After a day of comradery I would feel like a misfit.
Fortunately, on that particular occasion I was able to avoid the embarrassment
through a concerted effort to keep the conversation focused on other people and
their occupations.

I have since learned to avoid such awkward moments by emphasizing
those aspects of my work that have a more practical aspect. I know, for
example, that in certain situations it is much better for me to respond initially to
questions about my vocation by saying, “I am studying medical ethics.” While
this response does not fully explain what I do, it at least suggests that what I do
is relevant to something most people are familiar with — medicine — and
provides a smoother bridge to my other work. Moreover, rather than producing
silent awkward moments, this response usually triggers further questions or

elicits stories, some humorous and some painful, of personal experiences with
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the health care system. My guess is that it is easier for most people to
understand and appreciate why someone would concern themselves with ethical
problems in medicine than with the stereotypical questions sometimes associated
with professional philosophy — “Does God exist?” “Can we ever really know
anything?” “Do we have free will?” “If a tree falls in the forest and nobody
hears it, does it make any sound?”

This anecdote probably reveals more about me than about professional
philosophy, but nevertheless, I suspect something about it rings true for some
other philosophers as well. It can be very difficult to explain what exactly
professional philosophers do, much less how they do it or why it is important.
This problem is reflected in the frequently heard criticism that American
academic philosophy has become intolerably technical, inaccessible, and
irrelevant to the concerns of the lay person. In short, philosophy has become
isolated in the ivory tower of academia. Those who teach philosophy to
undergraduates today often find themselves on the defensive, trying to explain
to students, parents, administrators, and even to other faculty why philosophy is
an important part of the curriculum.' If the sentiment that philosophy is
irrelevant is pervasive in the context of higher education it may be even more
acute among the general public. I doubt my experience on that cold November

day is unique. Many of us involved in philosophy have found mentioning our

'Such defenses were required frequently enough that in 1980 the American
Philosophical Association deemed it necessary to draft a statement articulating
and defending the role of philosophy in higher education. See “The Role of
Philosophy Programs in Higher Education.”
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calling to be a sure-fire conversation stopper outside (and sometimes even
inside) academic circles.

While my strategy is usually an effective way of engaging people in
conversation it also has its limitations and drawbacks. On the one hand, it
works with people who are less familiar with professional philosophy, in part, I
think, because it avoids making an overt connection between medical ethics and
philosophy. Medical ethics is a practical discipline, philosophy is the paradigm
of an impractical field. On the other hand, I suspect many professional
philosophers may perceive it as a pernicious evasion or sellout — a superficial
and dangerous way of gaining popular support for philosophy in a culture that
already places too much emphasis on practical matters and productivity. It is
superficial because it caters to public sentiment; it is dangerous because it
makes the value of philosophy contingent on its practical applications.
Philosophy may have value for everyday life, but only indirectly to the extent
that it enriches people’s intellectual lives. In fact, for many people both inside
and outside professional philosophy, the phrase “practical philosophy” is
something of an oxymoron. Many people today, both inside and outside of
professional philosophy, seem to share the same perception of philosophy that
William James’s student expressed a century ago (see Introduction).

This ambivalence regarding the practical significance or value of
philosophy is not surprising considering some of the significant changes in
professional philosophy and the public conceptions of philosophy that have

occurred over the last three decades. In 1966 the author of the Time essay,
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“What (If Anything) to Expect from Today's Philosophers,”” criticized
philosophers for being removed from the affairs of the world. “[Clontemporary
philosophy” the essayist wrote, “looks inward at its own problems rather than
outward at men, and philosophizes about philosophy, not about life” (24). At
the time, I doubt few in professional philosophy would have challenged the
observation. In the decade that followed, however, evidence began to emerge
that suggested the situation was changing. In 1971 the new journal Philosophy
and Public Affairs published articles on abortion and war and morality, and in
the same year John Rawls published his landmark work, A Theory of Justice.
Furthermore, in the late 60s and early 70s many young philosophers active in
the civil rights and anti-war movements brought their experiences into their
teaching. These and other changes were noted by Peter Singer in a 1974 article,
“Philosophers are Back on the Job,” that appeared in the New York Times
Magazine. Singer argued that philosophers, by virtue of their training, had
something to contribute to the resolution of practical moral and political
problems. While his purpose was to make a case for the practical relevance of
philosophy, and thus a public role for the philosopher, the article included an
implicit admission that professional philosophy had been absent from the public
realm. Since Singer’s article, the practical role of philosophy has been fervently
debated both within and without professional philosophy. Still the ambivalence
remains. On the one hand, as recently as 1997 Ruth Shalit wrote a scathing

article for the New Republic castigating philosophers (and others) who claimed

2Time 7 January 1966: 24-25.
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to be ethics experts.> On the other hand, only months later, philosopher and
medical ethicist Arthur Caplan was featured favorably in the popular magazine
People Weekly.*

In this chapter I want to provide some historical perspective on this
ambivalence regarding the practical significance of philosophy. First, I want to
argue that debate about whether or not philosophy should have practical
implications has a long history. The degree to which the issue is now self-
consciously and overtly discussed may be somewhat unique, but the debate itself
goes back at least to fifth century B.C. Greece, and resurfaces at other times in
western history. It is an ongoing and dynamic debate, sometimes favoring one
side and sometimes favoring the other. Second, I want to explore two historical
explanations of how, by the 1960s, philosophy in the United States came to be
viewed as an impractical discipline divorced from everyday life. Stephen
Toulmin suggests that the unstable social and political conditions in
seventeenth-century Europe made a more theory-centered style of philosophy
more attractive. Bruce Kuklick, on the other hand, implicates the development
of philosophy as a profession, proposing that as it became a profession
philosophy narrowed its focus to exclude areas of practical relevance. I am not
a historian, and I do not offer either account, or even the combination of the

two, as a full explanation of how or why professional philosophy came to

*Ruth Shalit, “When We Were Philosopher Kings,” The New Republic 28
April 1997: 24-28.

“Peter Carlin, “Arthur Caplan,” People Weekly 3 November 1997: 133-134.
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disregard practical philosophy. However, I think the explanations are suggestive
and shed light on the current ambivalence towards practical philosophy. Finally,
I want to note the recent resurgence of practical philosophy and identify issues
that the historical accounts suggest must be addressed if the ambivalence is to

be overcome and practical philosophy fully accepted as part of professional

philosophy.

2 The Practical Relevance of the Humanities: An Ongoing Debate

In recent years the increased interest in practical philosophy has sparked
debate about the relevance or application of philosophy and the humanities to
contemporary issues of public and social policy. To explore this issue, in the
mid 1980s the National Endowment for the Humanities helped to fund a project
run by the Hastings Center. Among other things the project resulted in an
anthology of commissioned papers exploring the following two questions: “Does
it make sense to speak of an ‘applied’ humanities?” and “What ought to be the
role of the humanities in issues of public and social policy?” (Callahan, et al
xiii). The first three papers provide valuable historical perspective. In
“Historical Conceptions of the Humanities and Their Relationship to Society,”
Martha Nussbaum explores conceptions of the humanities in ancient Greece; in
“Storm over the Humanities,” David Little looks at contrasting perspectives on
humanistic study found during the Renaissance; and in “The Professionalization
of the Humanities,” Bruce Kuklick looks at the history of the humanities in

America. The theme that emerges from these essays covering distinctly different
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time periods is that questions regarding the practical significance of the
humanities are not new.’ In fact, they date back almost as far as the humanities
themselves.

Nussbaum begins her analysis of the role of the humanities in ancient
Greece by relating two stories about the early Greek philosopher Thales
(“Historical Conceptions” 3-4). In the first story Thales, engrossed in observing
the stars, fails to pay attention to where he is walking and falls into a well. In
the second story Thales is chided for the uselessness of philosophy, the evidence
for which is his poverty. In response, he uses his astronomical observations to
predict a large olive-crop, leases all the available olive presses in the region,
and makes a huge profit by leasing them out on his own terms when the
unexpectedly large crop comes in. These two stories, Nussbaum argues, present
contrasting views about the relationship between intellectual pursuits and
practical affairs. The first portrays intellectual pursuits as irrelevant, if not an
obstacle, to the effective conduct of practical affairs. In contrast, the second is
intended to demonstrate the practical relevance or usefulness of intellectual
pursuits. However, Nussbaum notes that they also share a very important
feature. “[BJoth assume that there is a problem in the intellectual’s relationship
to practical affairs; he is vulnerable to the charge of being too cut off from the

practical” (“Historical Conceptions” 4).

5Though Nussbaum, Little, and Kuklick write about the humanities
generally, rather than philosophy specifically, they clearly view philosophy as
one of the core disciplines in the humanities. Thus, what they have to say is
relevant to understanding the practical significance of philosophy, though it is
certainly not the entire story.
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Nussbaum goes on to explore the relationship of intellectual pursuits to
practical affairs in fifth-century Greece prior to Plato, in Socrates and Plato, in
Aristotle, and in Epicurus. In the fifth-century Greece prior to Plato, she
argues, the form of education known as paideia (which included physical
training, poetry, music, dance and some political or historical training) was
valued only instrumentally for what it contributed to the community. The aim
was the production of good citizens rather than personal or private enrichment
(“Historical Conceptions” 7-12). In fact, an intellectual who could not relate his
intellectual pursuits instrumentally to civic goals would not only have a hard
time defending his teaching, but would have been considered dangerous.
“[W]hat would be foreign to this culture,” Nussbaum writes, “would not be the
idea of a practical function for the humanities. It would be the idea that there
was any legitimate function for these studies besides their practical function”
(“Historical Conceptions™ 11). In Socrates and Plato, Nussbaum finds a shift.
While both philosophers insisted on the instrumental value of intellectual
pursuits in the production of good citizens, they also added that engaging in
intellectual inquiry is a good in itself (“Historical Conceptions” 12-17). Itis an
intrinsic value, an element of the good life independent of its social usefulness.®

Aristotle also argued that the value of intellectual pursuits is not solely their

®In the Republic these two attitudes toward intellectual pursuits both work
together and conflict. On the one hand, through intellectual inquiry pursued
ultimately for its own sake, the philosopher gains the knowledge necessary to
rule the city effectively. On the other hand, if intellectual pursuit is supremely
valuable in and of itself, then why should the philosopher choose to spend time
ruling the city?
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instrumental value. He distinguished between theoretical inquiries that aim at
theoretical understanding alone (e.g., astronomy and geometry) and practical
inquiries, such as ethics and medicine, in which the aim is to improve some
aspect of practice. He did not argue that theoretical inquiries could not have
practical implications or that practical inquiries could not produce knowledge,
but rather that the relos of these types of disciplines, the reasons to pursue them,
were different (“Historical Conceptions” 18-21). Finally, Epicurus did not
separate theory from practice, but he severed both from civic life. Intellectual
pursuits were valuable only to the extent that they removed suffering or
promoted the happy life for individuals (“Historical Conceptions™ 21-24).
Nussbaum, thus, finds our current ambivalence regarding the practical
significance of philosophy nothing particularly new. The idea that studying the
humanities can have practical value was there from the origins of the humanities
themselves. The tension we find today between the instrumental and intrinsic
value of the humanities has a long history, but in Ancient Greece the direction
of the debate was reversed. Rather than moving from a view in which the
humanities have purely intrinsic value to the view in which they might also have
instrumental value, the classical period saw a shift from a predominantly
instrumental view of the humanities to one that recognized the humanities as
having both instrumental and intrinsic value. In contrast to the current situation,
Nussbaum writes, “[f]lrom the point of view of the classical tradition, the idea
that is strange is the idea that education might be severed from the aspiration to

live well as a human being and citizen” (“Historical Conceptions” 25).
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In “Storm over the Humanities” David Little contrasts two ways of
looking at the humanities in the early modern period — the Renaissance and
Reformation perspectives. The Renaissance ideal, he argues, was of an inwardly
liberated person educated in the humanities, but somewhat detached from the
affairs of the world. In Aristotelian terms the emphasis was on contemplation
rather than practical applications. From this perspective practical endeavors,
such as attempts to “organize force, power, or wealth according to religious and
moral prescriptions,” would not have been appropriate uses of humanistic
education (33-34). In contrast, the Reformation perspective was exemplified in
both the Calvinist and Puritan traditions of the idea of a “worldly monk,” a
person who would use his education self-consciously in an attempt to affect
worldly affairs (34-36). From this perspective, far from being irrelevant to
worldly affairs, humanistic training was seen as part of vocational training.
However, while the Puritans embraced humanistic training as a means of
training people for positions of responsibility, they were suspicious of self-
indulgent contemplation. Little writes,

Learning is legitimate so long as it is put to active and self-

conscious use in guiding and controlling power and coercive force

in civil life, in producing and distributing wealth in economic life,

and in harnessing erotic power in the family. Calvinists did not

reject humane learning as they did not reject the ascetic calling.

They transformed both in endeavoring to transform the world (36).

In this Renaissance/Reformation contrast Little finds the beginnings of

the present conflict and tensions between those who argue for the intrinsic or

individual value of the humanities — i.e., the study of the humanities as a way

36



toward enlightenment and self-improvement — and those who see the
humanities as relevant and useful in managing the affairs of the world.
However, to the extent that the contrast parallels or overlaps Nussbaum’s
intrinsic/instrumental value contrast, it seems clear that the tension Little notes
does not begin in the early modern period. It is the reformulation or
reincarnation of a problem with much older origins.

As Kuklick reviews the history of learned discourse in the America from
the seventeenth to twentieth centuries he finds a “continuous tension between
the eternal and the practical, the otherworldly and the worldly” (“The
Professionalization” 41). Limiting his focus to the humanities in America, he
begins where Little leaves off by noting the emphasis that the Puritans placed on
the practical implications of humanistic study. While the humanities in America
retained this practical character through much of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, Kuklick argues that this feature declined during the era of
professionalization in the humanities. Beginning around 1880 the various new
disciplines “hived off” from the older established discipline of moral philosophy
which, up through the nineteenth century, had been broadly construed to include
both intellectual and practical dimensions. When the social sciences separated
from the humanities they left only those disciplines that were not “practical,”
that could not be easily applied (“The Professionalization” 48-53). According to

Kuklick,

The social scientists took over the relevant aspects of these ideals;
what was called the humanities took over the otherworldly. That
is, from my perspective the learned endeavor today embraces in
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two separate areas what in the nineteenth century was one. The

social sciences codify the practical, the humanities the eternal

dimensions of the old moral philosophy (“The Professionalization”

53).
3 The Demise of Practical Philosophy: Two Historical Accounts
3.1 Toulmin: Modern Philosophy’s Turn Towards Theory

In two works, “The Recovery of Practical Philosophy” (1988) and
Cosmopolis (1990), Stephen Toulmin tries to explain why, by the middle of this
century, professional philosophy was thought to have little practical import.’
Central to his explanation is the contrast between practical and theory-centered

philosophy and an account of the social, economic, and political conditions that

greatly influence the style of philosophy that will predominate in a culture.

3.1.1 The Two Origins of Modernity

Toulmin begins his story of modern science and philosophy by urging us
to rethink our assumptions regarding the starting point of modernity
(Cosmopolis 13-22). Two myths, he argues, lie at the center of our received or
traditional understanding of the origins of modernity. The first is that the
modern period began in the early seventeenth century. The second is that the
transition from medieval to modern thinking and practice rested on the adoption
of rational methods in all serious fields of intellectual inquiry. Underlying these

two myths is a set of what Toulmin claims are questionable assumptions

I will draw from both of these sources although a version of the former is
included in the latter.
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regarding the economic and social conditions present in the early 1600s, the
period traditionally associated with the beginning of modernity. One such
assumption is that the modern era grew out of prosperity — i.e., by 1600 most
European countries had reached a significant level of prosperity relative to the
medieval and Renaissance periods. A second assumption is that a group of
generally educated lay scholars who were more or less free to think for
themselves without fear of religious oppression emerged in the early seventeenth
century and played a key role in the transition to modernity. These myths and
underlying assumptions combine to form the standard picture of modernity as a
period beginning roughly with Galileo Galilei and Rene Descartes, and
characterized by the replacement of religious authority and superstition with
reason in intellectual pursuits.

Toulmin questions these myths and underlying assumptions in an attempt
to furnish an alternative account of the origins of modernity. First, he
challenges the dating of modernity. Noting that it marks a transition from the
medieval to modern periods, he argues that it is reasonable to view the
Renaissance, or at least the later years of the Renaissance in the sixteenth
century, rather than the seventeenth century as the beginning of the modern
period. During the Renaissance key features of modernity emerge — the
ancient classics were recovered, reason began to replace religious authority in
intellectual pursuits, and scholars turned their attention to a broad range of
humanistic concerns (Cosmopolis 23-30). Second, he challenges the

assumptions regarding economic and social conditions associated with the
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traditional view of modernity. Far from being a time of prosperity, he argues,
the seventeenth century was a time of great social and economic turmoil in
Europe resulting at least partially from the ongoing religious wars. Nor was this
a time of great religious freedom. Quite to the contrary, during the Thirty Years
War (1618-1648) the bitter conflict between the Protestants and Catholics made
religious tolerance a rare quality. Toulmin concedes that a transition in
thinking took place between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; indeed, it
is important to his thesis that the time period normally associated with the
beginning of modernity represents a profound transition. However, the
transition was not from the medieval to modern periods, but from an initial
stage of modernity characterized by humanism in literature and the arts to a
second stage of modernity characterized by rationalism in science and
philosophy.

Why is the dating of modernity important to Toulmin’s account of
philosophy? There are two reasons, I think. First, moving the beginning of
modernity to the Renaissance allows him to include a wider range of
philosophical styles in our conception of modern philosophy. In particular it
allows him to argue that a type of practical philosophy he claims was more
characteristic of Renaissance philosophers is part of the tradition of modern
philosophy. Second, it allows him to characterize the transition that took place
with Galileo and Descartes, not primarily as a transition from religious authority
and superstition to reason, but as a transition between two types of reason —

practical reason that recognizes and even embraces complexity, concreteness,
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diversity, and moderate skepticism and theory-centered reason that emphasizes

simplicity, abstractness, uniformity, and absolute certainty.

3.1.2 From Practical to Theory-Centered Philosophy

Toulmin claims that in the shift from the first phase of modernity to the
second, philosophers turned their backs on practical philosophy in favor of a
theory-centered style of philosophy. Renaissance philosophers (the first-stage
modern philosophers, if you will), according to Toulmin, were broadly
humanistic and skeptical, emphasizing both the complexity and diversity of
human experience and its limits. They were interested in history and
ethnography. The second phase of modernity, beginning roughly with and
exemplified by, Descartes represents a rejection of these humanistic concerns
and a shift from practical to theory-centered philosophy. Toulmin identifies
four main contrasts that mark the shift both from sixteenth-century practical
philosophy to seventeenth-century theoretical philosophy (“Recovery” 338-341;
Cosmopolis 30-36). These contrasts help provide a characterization of practical
philosophy.

First, there was a transition from an emphasis on the oral to an emphasis
on the written argument. Well into the Renaissance, rhetoric, the study of the
external conditions on which arguments carry conviction with a particular
audience, was seen as a legitimate field of philosophy. However, since
Descartes, modern philosophy has largely ignored such considerations in favor

of written arguments and formal logic. Arguments are seen as “referring not to
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public utterances before particular audiences, but to written chains of statements
whose validity rested on their internal relations” (Cosmopolis 31). Modern
philosophy, according to Toulmin, ignores “argumentation,” which takes place
among particular people in particular circumstances, in favor of written
“proofs,” which can be captured in writing and judged as written. Rhetoric’s
attention to the context of the argument (e.g., the nature of the audience or the
particular circumstances in which the argument is presented) is seen as at best
non-philosophical, and at worst, circumspect, being associated with dishonest
tricks used in oral debate.

Second, there was a transition from the particular to the universal,
exemplified in the rejection of casuistry in ethics (Cosmopolis 339-340). Both
medieval and Renaissance moral philosophers and theologians dealt with moral
issues using case-based methods similar to those used in Anglo-American
common law. In the casuist tradition sound moral judgments always had to
respect the particular nuances or circumstances of the case in question® This
tradition, however, was subject to abuse by those who practiced it and was in
turn subjected to scathing ridicule by Pascal in the 1640s. Later it was pushed
aside by Henry More and the Cambridge Platonists who transformed ethics into
a field of abstract theory unconcerned with concrete problems of moral practice.
From the middle of the seventeenth century on philosophers were to deal with

universal, timeless moral principles, not with judgments regarding particular

8For more on the history and defense of casuistry see The Abuse of Casuistry
by Albert Jonsen and Stephen Toulmin (1988).
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cases. Such case analyses and particular judgments were left to the theologians.
The view that moral philosophy was to be concerned with comprehensive
general theories as opposed to particular moral judgments or practices became
the norm for modern philosophy. In fact, the consideration of particular cases
or moral judgments was seen not only as lying outside the realm of proper moral
philosophy, but as a potential obstacle to it. Henry Sidgwick expresses this
concern in his 1894 classic, Methods of Ethics.

For in this and other points the development of the theory of ethics

has been much impeded by the preponderance of practical

considerations. Although Aristotle said, “the end of our study is

not knowledge, but rather right conduct” it is still true that the

peculiar excellence of his own system is due to the pure air of

scientific curiosity in which it has been developed. And it would

seem that a more complete detachment of the scientific study of

right conduct from its practical application is to be desired for the

sake even of the latter itself (1st Edition 11)
Given this sort of attitude, it is not surprising that until recently, attention to
case studies in ethics was considered unphilosophical, and casuistry, like
rhetoric, was held in disrepute.

Third, and closely related to the shift from the particular to the universal,
was the transition from the local to the general. Implicit in the work of

Renaissance philosophers such as Montaigne, was the conviction that history

and ethnography were relevant to philosophy because they revealed the diversity

%To be fair, it is worth noting that Sidgwick toned down this rhetoric a bit in
later additions of the book. “For here as in other points the development of the
theory of ethics would seem to be somewhat impeded other preponderance of
practical considerations; and perhaps a more complete detachment of the
theoretical study of right conduct from its practical application is to be desired
for the sake even of the latter itself” (5th Edition 12, emphasis added).
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of human experience. Philosophical interest in these subjects waned, however,
and was overshadowed by a search for general, abstract axioms that were
universally applicable. History and ethnography were not so much rejected in
themselves — they were still interesting subjects — but were seen as
irrelevant to philosophy. Philosophical understanding did not result from the
accumulation of particular facts or experiences, but rather from the general ideas
and abstract principles that connect particulars together (Cosmopolis 34). This
penchant for axiomatic systems is most clearly evident in the work of
rationalists such as Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza, but traces of it can also be
found in the work of empiricists such as Locke and Berkeley. What both groups
share is a quest for a unifying theory of knowledge, certain foundations on
which all knowledge claims could be built.

Finally, according to Toulmin, there was a transition from the timely to
the timeless (Cosmopolis 340-341). Renaissance scholars were interested in
concrete issues of legal and medical practice in which considerations of time
were relevant. Such issues, he argues, are timely, that is, they refer to specific
moments of time because the rationality of decisions in these areas is dependent
on the time in which the decisions are put into effect. As an example Toulmin
cites the naval navigator’s decision to shift course 10 degrees to the starboard.
The rationality of such a decision, though it may depend on precise calculations,
is contingent on the time at which the decision is put into effect. Shifting
course 10 degrees starboard may be a rational decision at one time, but not at

another. For Renaissance philosophers, the discipline of law, in which time-
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dependent decisions are made “as the occasion requires,” was considered the
model of a rational enterprise. In contrast, after Descartes, philosophers turned
away from issues in which time was a relevant consideration, to search for
timeless, permanent principles that could explain the transient and changeable
world of appearance. Whereas the Renaissance philosophers considered the
prospects of a universal natural philosophy problematic or unlikely, the aim of
their successors, according to Toulmin, “was to bring to light permanent
structures underlying all the changeable phenomena of Nature” (Cosmopolis 34).
The model for a rational enterprise became science, not law.

These four points of contrast — between the oral and the written,
particular and universal, local and general, timely and timeless — mark the
transition to theory-centered philosophy.

[W]hen seen in context, they [the 17th-century theory-centered

philosophers] have several things in common: specifically, they

choose to ignore the whole of practical philosophy — that is, the

issues arising out of the clinical practice of medicine, the

procedures and practices of law, the rhetorical force of personal

argumentation, and the moral methods of the casuists. . . .

Rational judgments of practical adequacy are timely and not

timeless, concrete not abstract, particular not universal, local not

general. They concern people who have roots in the practical and

pastoral arts, and the seventeenth-century “new philosophers” were
theory-centered, not practical-minded. They were not interested in
procedures for handling limited classes of cases or specific types

of problems; they concentrated instead on abstract, timeless

methods of deriving general solutions to universal problems

(Cosmopolis 341).

Toulmin attributes this shift in focus to the desire to find certainty amidst

the religious, political, and economic turmoil of seventeenth-century Europe.

However, because the Renaissance is overlooked as the origin of modernity, it is

45



this theory-centered approach to philosophy that we have come to identify with
modern philosophy, and in fact, that many have come to associate with

philosophy itself.

3.1.3 Philosophy After the Transition

While Toulmin focuses his analysis on the transition from practical to
theoretical philosophy during the first part of the seventeenth century, he does
not end the story there. The movement from one style of philosophy to the
other was not a single linear affair, but rather one arc of a pendulum swinging
back and forth between practical and theory-centered philosophy throughout the
last 2500 years. The shift towards certainty and exactitude, universality and
decontextualization continued in eighteenth-century philosophy and science, as
well as in political and social theory. However, the new physics of Einstein and
Planck as well as the psychology of Freud provide evidence suggesting this
quest for certainty had begun to unravel by the end of the nineteenth century. A
short-lived shift back towards humanism and the acceptance of ambiguity
around the turn of the century was derailed by political events in Europe,
particularly the First World War. Toulmin describes the period between the two
world wars as a period of crisis analogous to the period surrounding the Thirty
Years War, pointing out that there was a similar movement in the sciences and
humanities towards certainty in both periods. In philosophy the desire for
certainty at the time was most evident in the logical positivism of the Vienna

Circle. Philosophers in the movement took the natural sciences, and particularly
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physics, as the model or paradigm that philosophy, properly pursued, ought to
emulate. Toulmin claims that in both cases — the crisis surrounding the Thirty
Years War and the political and social instability between the First World War
and the Second World War — social crisis pushed intellectuals away from a
toleration of ambiguity and towards the goal of decontextualized, universal
certainty. The result was an isolated, theory-centered profession, largely

unconcerned with the practical affairs of public life.

3.2  Kuklick: The Demise of Practical Philosophy

While he would certainly agree with Toulmin’s conclusion that by the
middle of this century professional philosophy had become a highly abstract and
theoretical enterprise, unconcerned with practical affairs and largely irrelevant
to public life, historian Bruce Kuklick recites a somewhat different story to
explain this state of affairs. The difference may be attributable to several
interrelated factors. One is that Kuklick concentrates exclusively on philosophy
in America, whereas Toulmin focuses primarily on philosophy as it developed in
Europe. In fact, reading Toulmin one might assume that there was no
philosophy in America worth mentioning until the 1880s. Another reason is that
Kuklick is a historian looking at philosophy as an academic discipline, whereas
Toulmin is a philosopher looking at the history of philosophical ideas and
styles. For this reason Toulmin’s account, although it pays close attention to
the social, political, and economic conditions in sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century Europe, stresses the history of ideas. In contrast, Kuklick’s explanation
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emphasizes a sociological or institutional factor almost completely absent from
Toulmin’s account, the professionalization of philosophy in the twentieth
century.'®

Although this will be a rather brief summary pulling together material
from several of Kuklick’s works,'' three points should clearly emerge. First,
despite charges of irrelevancy brought against professional philosophy during
this century, practical philosophy has been, at times, an important part of the
American philosophical tradition. Second, the emergence of professional
philosophy as we now know it occurred only in the twentieth century and was
inextricably related to the widespread professionalization of academic
scholarship associated with the rise of the American university. Third, there is a
connection between the rise of professional philosophy and the demise of

practical philosophy in America.

19K uklick is not alone in noting the importance of professionalization. In his
survey of the history of philosophy viewed as a practice D. W. Hamlyn also
identifies professionalization as one of the most significant features of
twentieth-century philosophy (127-137). See also two works by Daniel Wilson
“Professionalization and Organized Discussion in the American Philosophical
Association, 1900-1922” and Science, Community, and the Transformation of
American Philosophy, 1860-1930.

"Kuklick develops his account of the history of philosophy of America in
several works, The Rise of American Philosophy (1977), “The Changing
Character of Philosophizing in America” (1978), “Studying the History of
American Philosophy” (1982), and “The Professionalization of the Humanities”
(1985).
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3.2.1 The First 250 Years

According to Kuklick, the period from the middle of the seventeenth
century to the beginning of the First World War'? — the first 250 years of
philosophy in America — was characterized by two broad themes (“The
Changing Character” 4-7). The first had to do with the relationship of
philosophy, science, and religion. The role of the philosopher during this period
was to show how knowledge of the world, of humans, and of God were related
and mutually supportive — how they could be integrated into a unified whole.
Philosophy during this period was largely defined by its relation to religion,
particularly by its attempts to reconcile or integrate science and religion.
During the last seventy-five years of this period a new challenge, the task of
redefining both science and religion in light of Darwin's work, confronted
philosophers. The second theme, had to do with the public role of the
philosopher. According to Kuklick, during this early period “thinkers believed
that their enterprise had consequences for mundane affairs; the philosopher was
also a public man” (“The Changing Character” 4). In addition to questions of
science and religion, philosophers also addressed economic, educational, and

political issues.

2Kuklick divides the history of philosophy in America into three unequal
periods — the period from middle of the seventeenth century to the beginning
of the First World War, the period between the First and Second World Wars,
and the period following the Second World War (“The Changing Character” 4-
13). Richard Rorty draws roughly the same divisions and draws quite similar
conclusions (“Professionalized Philosophy” 60-71).
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The first signs of professionalization appeared during the last decades of
this period as philosophers struggled to retain a place within the growing and
changing university system. Professionalization throughout academia included
specialization in the form of growth of various disciplines within the university
(and within philosophy), the definition of disciplinary boundaries, the training
and placing of teachers through doctoral programs, and the codification of
ranking and tenure systems, as well as the proliferation of academic journals.
Philosophy was no exception. The first academic journal of philosophy, the
Philosophical Review, was started in 1892 by philosophers at the Sage School of
Philosophy at Cornell University (Wilson, “Professionalization” 53). Not too
many years later the first professional organizations were formed — the
Western Philosophical Association in 1900, followed by the American
Philosophical Association in 1901 (Wilson, “Professionalization” 54). While
these steps towards professionalization followed the trend towards
professionalization in other academic disciplines, in philosophy they were
arguably defensive. Rather than using professionalization to establish a new
discipline and gain support for it within the university, philosophers used
professionalization to protect an eroding position. As the university system
expanded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries several areas of
study — e.g., economics, political science, sociology, and history — once
considered part of moral philosophy, broke away to form distinct disciplines.
Thus, philosophers organized, at least in part, to define and maintain the

boundaries of their shrinking discipline. The boundaries that evolved tended to
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define philosophy as a theory-centered discipline. The more “practical”
disciplines associated with the social sciences splintered off, leaving to
philosophy and the humanities those subjects that were not easily applied

(Kuklick, “The Professionalization” 52-53).

3.2.2 Between the Two World Wars

The years between the two world wars constitute a transitional period in
several senses. First, this period saw the completion of the professionalization
process — the emergence of the first generation of purely professional
philosophers, the solidification of their place within the growing university
system, and the maturation of their professional organizations. Though the
“amateur” or non-academic philosopher'® played a significant role in American
philosophy up through the last quarter of the nineteenth century, professional
philosophers — i.e., those who held positions in the university — now
completely dominated the field.

This professionalization was accompanied by a second sort of transition.
Between the two world wars the conviction that professional philosophy should

be scientific as opposed to speculative grew in importance. To be a professional

BExactly who should be classified as an amateur philosopher is probably
subject to debate, but the list would include both religious leaders and members
of the intellectual elite such as Cotton Mather, Benjamin Franklin, Jonathan
Edwards, and Ralph Waldo Emerson who wrote broadly on the relationship
between science and religion, and society. See Kuklick’s “The Changing
Character of Philosophizing in America” and The Rise of American Philosophy,
particularly Chapter Three, “Amateur Philosophizing,” for more on who
addressed philosophical issues or was involved in informal philosophical clubs
or discussion groups.
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in the university was to employ “scientific” methods and rigor with the goal of
attaining a body of knowledge. Daniel Wilson writes of the connection between
the professionalization of philosophy and its self-conception as a science, “the
methods and values of scientific inquiry increasingly set the standards in the
expanding universities. Philosophers felt they would somehow have to meet
that challenge and the new standards to retain their place in American
academics. How could they become more professional, more specialized, and in
some sense, more scientific?” (“Professionalization” 57). While the conception
of science was ambiguous — i.e., there was no consensus on what it meant for
philosophy to be scientific — it was, nevertheless, clear that the term
“scientific” carried powerful normative connotations. Science had made great
strides; scientific method had produced indisputable benefits in physics,
medicine, and other fields. Science was associated with progress. It was good
thing for philosophy to be considered a science.'*

While the notion of “scientific” was somewhat vague, it was not
completely devoid of meaning. Noting the contrast between “scientific” and
other forms of philosophy provides some clarification. As already mentioned,
“scientific” philosophy was contrasted with “speculative” philosophy. A

contrast was also drawn between philosophy as science and philosophy as

14See Kuklick, “The Changing Character of Philosophizing in America” and
Wilson, “Professionalization and Organized Discussion in the American
Philosophical Association, 1900-1922" and Science, Community, and the
Transformation of American Philosophy, 1860-1930, for discussion of the
developing institutional structures of professionalization and the conceptions of
science and philosophy during this period.
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edification.!” Roughly put, philosophy as edification seeks to improve the lives
of persons in a personal, if not moral or spiritual sense — to inspire and guide
as much as to inform. This goal of philosophy was still quite evident in Anglo-
Saxon philosophy at the turn of the century. In reflecting on his career as a
philosopher Gilbert Ryle refers to it as a “missionary calling”:

There survived, if somewhat meekly, into my young days the idea

that philosophy had the prime justification for its existence in its

being a sort of missionary calling. Behind and above the

pedagogic duties for which he was salaried by his college or

university, the academic philosopher, no less than the lay

philosopher, had the paramount duty to Do Good, by homily and

example, to the Man in the Street (387).

In contrast, philosophy as science seeks to inform, to develop a body of
knowledge in an impersonal, precise, and morally neutral manner.

The contrast between these two genres is not always crystal clear, nor are
the goals necessarily mutually exclusive. A philosopher who seeks to edify may
also consider herself to be adding to a body of philosophical knowledge, and
one who pursues philosophical knowledge in a detached scientific manner might

also hope that the pursuit of such knowledge will have edifying results.

Nevertheless, it is clear that there was a perceived tension between the two goals

5The contrast is not unique or exclusive to the period between the two world
wars. The same or similar contrasts can be found in works by other authors
during the 20" century. The contrast between philosophy as edification and
philosophy as science comes from Arthur Lovejoy (“On Some Conditions” 133-
135), Gilbert Ryle contrasts the missionary and scientific goals of the
philosopher (386-387), Douglas Walton compares philosophy as a kind of
knowledge with philosophy as a kind of “reasoned dialogue that is worthwhile
even though it typically does not result in (hard) knowledge (124), and Allison
Jaggar distinguishes between professional philosophy that is critical and popular
philosophy that is invariably normative (110).
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and the styles of philosophy they encouraged. This tension was self-consciously
discussed among professional American philosophers early in the twentieth
century. Should philosophy strive to become a specialized empirical science or
to provide personal and moral guidance? This was an important enough
question to be addressed by Arthur Lovejoy in his 1916 presidential address to
the American Philosophical Association. “Philosophy,” he wrote,

has long been endeavoring to perform two seemingly identical, but
practically incongruous functions. It has seldom been quite clear
whether men chiefly sought from their philosopher the record —
often quaintly enough expressed — of interesting and impressive
personal reactions upon life, or depersonalized science; and as a
rule both have been expected at once and from the same sources.
The philosopher has been looked to for edification, but also for the
example of logical austerity and caution in believing. Yet there
are in human nature hardly any two dispositions more deeply and
subtly at variance than the desire to edify and the desire to verify.
It is to be hoped that the truth, when found, will be edifying. But
the soul habitually on fire with a passionate conviction which it is
eager to impart is scarcely of a temperature favorable to the cool
and deliberate processes of severe inquiry. An eagerness to serve
the spiritual needs of one's generation is a generous and noble
thing; but it is a very different thing from an eagerness to probe an
intricate logical problem to its obscurest elements and its nicest
distinctions. The type of mind that performs one of these

functions well is likely — though there are perhaps rare
exceptions — to perform the other badly (“On Some Conditions”
133-134).

Finally, this period between the two world wars was transitional in yet a
third sense. During this period those American philosophers who continued to
address public issues and audiences shifted their attention from religious to
moral issues. They increasingly ceased to be concerned with the integration of
science and religion, and by the Second World War had, for the most part, given

up the defense of religion altogether (“The Changing Character” 7-8). However,
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many remained public figures, turning their efforts toward applying scientific
methods to social problems, and commenting on a broad range of issues
including education, economics, and politics. Richard Rorty refers to this
period in American philosophy as a time of “prophecy and moral leadership”
(“Professionalized Philosophy” 61). Such efforts were epitomized in the diverse
and far ranging involvements of John Dewey, who is probably as well and
fondly known for his work in education and other areas “outside” of philosophy
as for his philosophical writings. If philosophy was defined in terms of its
relation to religion during the first period, it was defined by its relation to the
social sciences in the second (Kuklick “The Changing Character” 8-9; Rorty

“Professionalized Philosophy” 61).

3.2.3 After the Second World War

The years following the Second World War saw the culmination of the
transition towards the professionalization of philosophy and its growing self-
conception as a “scientific” discipline. The professionalization of philosophy
was not an isolated event, but took place within the context of the more general
professionalization of scholarship in America commencing around the turn of
this century. The institutional structures of professionalization established
earlier bore fruit after the Second World War as philosophers who were products
of this system populated the expanding university system in the United States.
By this time philosophy's self-conception as a science was also firmly

entrenched. Perhaps the classic statement of the attitude is to be found in Hans
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Reichenbach's, The Rise of Scientific Philosophy.'®* According to Reichenbach
philosophy had finally reached an age of maturity in which an identifiable set of
philosophical problems that previously were only imprecisely defined could now
be addressed by rigorous logical and scientific methods. Philosophy was now a
discipline modeled after the natural sciences, a discipline with an accepted set of
problems, methods, and standards. Progress, that is solving philosophical
problems and enlarging the body of philosophical knowledge, was both possible
and to be expected. These transitions had the effect of narrowing philosophy
and turning it inward. For philosophers trained after the Second World War,
Kuklick writes, “the goal was specialized research published for technically
competent audiences in technical journals with popularizations frequently
relegated to hacks, incompetents, and has-beens” (“The Changing Character” 9-
10).

This growing conception of philosophy as a science had the paradoxical
effect of simultaneously solidifying philosophy’s professional stature in
academia and reducing its public significance. There were two reasons for this.
First, while the importance of science and the scientific ideal grew in stature
during the first half of the century, the scope of science was in some sense
reduced. The belief that science could provide deep insights into the “meaning
and significance of human existence was abandoned” (Kuklick “The Changing

Character” 10). Thus, as philosophy became more scientific it was perceived to

'For a discussion of how Reichenbach's vision of philosophy fits into the
history of American philosophy see Richard Rorty, “Philosophy in America
Today.”
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be less able to address deep existential and moral issues. Second, as the scope
of philosophical inquiry was narrowed to include only those problems that could
be treated “scientifically,” practical philosophy was essentially eliminated from
professional philosophy. Philosophical interest in practical or public issues
waned while interest in more technical linguistic and epistemological problems
grew. The religious and moral problems that had been the subject matter of the
public philosopher were no longer considered part of philosophy at all. The
former had been abandoned, and the latter had been shifted to the social
scientists. With the rejection of these problems the public role of the
philosopher and the conviction that philosophical work was directly relevant to
everyday life were completely abdicated. The sharp criticism found in the 1966
Time essay mentioned earlier indicates that this change did not go unnoticed by
the public. By the mid-1960s American philosophers had turned inward to
problems raised by other philosophers, and philosophized about philosophy, not
about life.

Writing during this post-Second World War period (1979) Kuklick paints
a dismal portrait of philosophy, questioning not only whether it had any public
role to play in the affairs of the world, but also whether it served any significant
function within academia (“The Changing Character” 10-12). While other
disciplines could justify their existence by the production of knowledge,
philosophy could make no such claim. Having no knowledge of the meaning
and significance of human existence (i.e., no concern with religion or morality),

and no need to duplicate the knowledge produced by other fields, philosophy
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was left with only the general problem of epistemology. However, while work
in this area was supposed to encompass all other disciplines, in fact, establish a
basis for their knowledge claims, it was widely seen as irrelevant and ignored by
practitioners in those other disciplines. Thus, it became detached from both
public and academic life. Nevertheless, Kuklick commented sarcastically,
philosophers need not worry about losing their jobs.

Philosophers no longer show that science serves the sacred; nor do

they comment on the affairs of men, nor — as they might still

claim — on the affairs of other disciplines. But lack of utility

does not mean that philosophy will disappear. On the contrary,

established within the knowledge industry, philosophy can be

expected to last indefinitely, somewhat like the way in which a

dead person may be kept theoretically alive because he is hooked

into modern medical technology (“The Changing Character” 11).
4 The Re-emergence of Practical Philosophy

There is no denying that there has been a resurgence of practical
philosophy in the last twenty-five years. Philosophers now address significant
issues of practical importance in medicine, law, business, and social policy;
write on contemporary social issues such as racism, feminism, health care and
environmental policy; and work outside of academia, serving on ethics
committees in local hospitals and nursing homes as well as on national

commissions and advisory panels. In addition to a host of publications devoted

to various areas of practical philosophy,'!” new journals intended to provide a

""The following list is just a sample of the journals that address practical
issues: Bioethics; Bioethics Quarterly, Biology and Philosophy; Business Ethics
Quarterly; Business & Professional Ethics Journal, Cambridge Quarterly of
Healthcare Ethics; Criminal Justice Ethics; Ethics: A Journal of Social,

(continued...)
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forum for discussing practical or applied philosophy itself have emerged.'®

Many graduate programs allow students to specialize in “applied” areas such as
medical or business ethics, and at least one school, Bowling Green State
University, now offers a Ph.D. in applied philosophy. Writing as early as 1983,
Frederick Elliston documented many of these changes, citing the introduction of
new courses and texts, new professional societies, new research projects, new
journals, and new institutional centers. “Taken as a whole” he writes, “these
developments show a remarkable extension of the scope of philosophical
activity, so far-reaching as to constitute a revolution” (197).

It would appear, thus, that Kuklick’s gloomy prognosis for philosophy
offered in 1979 was premature. In fact, given that Singer’s article,
“Philosophers are Back on the Job,” appeared in the New York Times Magazine
in 1974 one might even argue that Kuklick offered a faulty diagnosis. Staying
with Kuklick’s medical metaphor, it would be fair to say that renewed attention
to practical and public concerns has breathed new life into professional
philosophy. This was certainly the message in Toulmin’s 1986 essay, “How

Medicine Saved the Life of Ethics.” It is, in fact, hard to miss the irony of

17(...continued)
Political, and Legal Philosophy; Feminist Studies;, Hastings Center Report; The
Journal of Clinical Ethics; Journal of Computing Systems; Journal of
Information Ethics; Journal of Medical Ethics, Kennedy Institute of Ethics
Journal, Minds and Machines: Journal for Artificial Intelligence, Philosophy
and Cognitive Science; Philosophy in Context; Philosophy and Public Affairs;
Public Affairs Quarterly;, and Theoretical Medicine: An International Journal
for the Philosophy and Methodology of Medical Research and Practice.

'8The Journal of Applied Philosophy and The International Journal of
Applied Philosophy are examples of two such journals.
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Kuklick’s metaphor when one considers the tremendous influence that ethical
dilemmas in medicine, including those surrounding the use of respirators and
other life-sustaining technologies, had on the resurgence of practical philosophy.
Elliston does a fine job of documenting the specific changes, but some
broader trends are worth noting. In social and political philosophy landmark
works by Rawls and Nozick'® have certainly spurred a great deal of practically
oriented research by a wide range of scholars and practitioners. In ethics, the
shift from a preoccupation with meta-ethics to an emphasis on normative
practical ethics and social policy in the last twenty-five years has shown that
philosophers can not only address concrete and important problems, but can also
work with and learn from professionals in other disciplines as well.
Philosophers have also been influential in the newly emerging field of cognitive
science, crossing and blurring disciplinary boundaries through their interaction
with psychologists, neurophysiologists, computer scientists, and linguists.
Whether this expansion is a sincere reclamation of the philosopher's public or
practical role, or a more calculated defensive maneuver in response to a
decreased demand for their services,? philosophers have to some extent shed
their narrow preoccupation with epistemology and philosophy of language and

sought to re-enter into broader public and academic discourse.

John Rawls, 4 Theory of Justice (1971) and Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State,
and Utopia (1974).

2This suggestion is made by Allison Jaggar in “Philosophy as a Profession.”

60



The ambivalence toward the practical significance of philosophy noted at
the outset of this chapter indicates that the resurgence of practical philosophy
has not been uncontroversial. It has been met with criticism both from within
and without professional philosophy. Toulmin’s and Kuklick’s explanations
help both to clarify some of the reasons for this resistance and identify some of
the issues that must be addressed if practical philosophy is going to be fully
accepted as a part of professional philosophy. Toulmin describes a struggle
between theoretical and practical philosophy — two competing, if not
incommensurable, styles of philosophy. While ongoing swings between these
two styles may be inevitable to some extent, a complete inability to reconcile
them is ultimately unsatisfactory. We seem forced to choose between two
valuable, but incomplete styles. The contrast Toulmin draws between practical
and theory-centered philosophy reminds us that any attempt to reconcile the two
will require close attention to the question of how to join theory and practice in
philosophy.

From Kuklick we learn about the profound influence of
professionalization, particularly how it can narrow and limit the vision of an
academic discipline. This suggests one reason why theory-centered philosophy
has become institutionalized as the model or paradigm of professional
philosophy. What is interesting about the recent resurgence of practical
philosophy, and what differentiates it from the other periods when practical
philosophy was more prominent, is the blend of practical and academic

philosophy. Philosophers may be expanding their range of problems to once
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again address issues of practical concern either to the general public or to
professionals in other disciplines, but they are doing so largely from an
academic context. For the most part the philosophers involved in this expansion
receive their training, professional affiliation and primary fiscal support from an
academic institution. This suggests three things. First, despite the historical
chasm there may be potential for meaningful practical philosophy to survive,
maybe even thrive, within the academic setting. Second, because academic
institutions still offer the most secure source of financial support, it is within the
academic context that we need to assess the future prospects for practical
philosophy. Finally, to the extent that professional philosophy has been
characterized and understood as a theory-centered discipline, integrating
practical philosophy into it will involve a change of professional identity. The
change will require us to address the following question: In what sense can a

practical philosopher remain a professional philosopher?
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CHAPTER TWO

WHAT IS PRACTICAL PHILOSOPHY?

1 Introduction

There is little denying that professional philosophy has undergone
significant change in the last third of this century. Having spent the first part of
the century emphasizing increasingly narrow and technical problems in
epistemology, logic, and the philosophy of language, many professional
philosophers are now turning outward to address a broader range of practical or
public concerns. Some philosophers have gone as far as to refer to the change
as a revolution in philosophy (Elliston 197). There are now professional
journals and university courses devoted to what have been called “applied”
issues in philosophy — sexism, racism, medical ethics, business ethics,
environmental ethics, philosophy and computers, just to name a few.
Philosophers have started centers and institutes to study these issues, they work
as consultants in health care, government, and business, and they take part in
public policy formation. In Peter Singer’s words, philosophers are “back on the
job” (“Philosophers” 6-7, 17-20).

Given the magnitude of these changes it may be surprising that one
would even ask the question, “What is practical philosophy?” However, the
uneven reception that this so-called revolution has received both from within
and without the profession suggests that there may be good reasons to examine

the question. Mixed reviews, ranging from enthusiasm to skepticism, have come
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from outside professional philosophy. Consider, for instance, the experience of
philosophers on national, state, and local ethics committees. On the one hand,
their involvement is often actively sought and appreciated. Philosophers have
participated on the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects,
the President’s Commission for the Study of Ethical Problems in Medicine and
Biomedical and Behavioral Research, and more recently the President’s Task
Force on Health Care Reform. On the other hand, the effectiveness and
legitimacy of their involvement has been challenged by those who deny that
philosophers possess the expertise required for the resolution of practical ethical
problems or the formulation of public policy.! Maybe the most common
reaction is one of doubt about what philosophers can contribute qua
philosophers. Reflecting on his experience working with philosophers on a
national bioethics commission, for example, lawyer Alan Weisbard captures the
skepticism, “Philosophers certainly may engage in useful policy analysis, but
only insofar as they substantially abandon some of the distinctive analytic tools
and attitudes of academic philosophy, as well as claims of detached and
disinterested expertise that justify a special credibility for their academic work”

(782).

'For general critiques of ethics expertise see Cheryl Noble, “Ethics and
Experts;” Giles Scofield, “Ethics Consultation: The Least Dangerous
Profession?”; and Ruth Shalit, “When We Were Philosopher Kings.” For
discussion of the role of philosophers on the committees previously mentioned
see Laurence J. O’Connell, “Ethicists and Health Care Reform: An Indecent
Proposal?”’; H. Tristam Englehardt, “Health Care Reform: A Study in Moral
Malfeasance;” Laurence B. McCullough, “Should We Create a Health Care
System in the United States?”; and Dan W. Brock, “Truth or Consequences: The
Role of Philosophers in Policy-Making.”
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The response from inside philosophy has been mixed as well. Some
philosophers have welcomed the involvement in practical issues as a
rejuvenation of a discipline in decline (Toulmin, “How Medicine Saved” 265-
281). Others have viewed such endeavors as academically suspect if not
professionally inappropriate. Disengaged contemplation, not practical
involvement, is the modus operandi of the philosopher.? The true philosopher
works at an abstract level, maintaining a critical distance from issues of
immediate concern. Behind the scenes some philosophers have even questioned
the motivations of their colleagues who embrace roles that place them more in
the public spotlight. As from those outside philosophy, the reaction is often one
of confusion or ambivalence. The uncertainty is expressed well by philosopher
Louis Katzner

The term “applied philosophy” is an enigma. Some view it as a

redundancy; others as a contradiction. Some as indicating an

important change in the focus of philosophical investigation;

others as what philosophers have always been concerned with.

And some view it as a welcome revitalization of a discipline that

has stagnated; others as the eclipse of the queen of sciences (32).

The mixed response, particularly from the professional philosophical

community, suggests that the activity of practical philosophy has outstripped our

reflective understanding of it. Katzner’s comments suggest two particular

’One of the most extreme expressions of this view can be found in
Etienne Gilson’s History of Philosophy and Philosophical Education (1948).
Gilson places so much emphasis on the essential contemplative nature of
philosophy that he argues that even when the philosopher is teaching philosophy
he is not doing philosophy. “Yet, when all is said and done, to teach is to act,
whereas to philosophize is to contemplate, and though, in this one instance, the
active life of a man is but the overflowing of his contemplative life, these two
lives are not the same” (5).
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sources of confusion. First, it is not clear that the nature of practical philosophy
is well understood. While one can point to numerous examples of practical
philosophy it is difficult to find any concise or adequate description of what
exactly makes a philosopher’s work practical. There seems to be informal
consensus on only one point. When engaged in practical philosophy the
philosopher directs her attention to practical problems, roughly understood
(although never to my knowledge precisely defined) as problems that arise or
have some significant import outside of academia. While this is an important
point of agreement, it leaves many questions unanswered. Is practical
philosophy a distinct or unique form of philosophy and, if so, what distinguishes
it from other forms of philosophy? Does it have a distinct subject matter or
methodology? These questions suggest a second source of confusion — the
relationship between practical philosophy and professional philosophy.
Whatever else it is, practical philosophy is an activity very different from the
type of philosophy that predominated in American colleges and universities
during the first two-thirds of this century and that is still largely the norm today
in most prestigious or highly-ranked graduate programs.> Moreover, to the
extent that professional philosophy is equated with academic philosophy, the

place of practical philosophy within professional philosophy is unclear.

3For evidence see “The Philosophical Gourmet, 1998-2000.” This report
is a ranking of analytic philosophy graduate programs in America. The rankings
are produced by Brian Leiter and published online by Blackwell Publishers at
http://www.blackwellpublishers.co.uk/gourmet/.
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In this chapter I explore the nature of practical philosophy, reserving
questions of the relationship between practical and professional philosophy for
subsequent chapters. More specifically I compare two conceptions of the
relationship between philosophy and practical concerns. I will refer to the first
as applied philosophy. Roughly, this conception assumes that the philosopher
can bring the theoretical knowledge or methods of philosophy to bear on
practical problems the way an engineer supposedly applies the theories of
mathematics and physics to design the suspension system for a bridge. For
instance, the philosopher may attempt to answer the question of whether to
terminate life-sustaining treatment for a patient in a persistent vegetative state
by deducing a solution from Kantian or utilitarian ethical theory. In this
conception, “applied” philosophy is typically contrasted with “pure” philosophy
which supposedly determines whether Kant’s ethical theory, utilitarianism, or
some other theory is ultimately correct. It does this from a detached and neutral
perspective independent of any particular context. Furthermore, whether
expressed or not, it is implied that applied philosophy is derived from and
dependent on pure philosophy.

I will refer to the second conception as practical philosophy. Though it
defies a precise definition (as does philosophy itself), practical philosophy
differs from applied philosophy in a rather significant respect. Rather than
being contrasted to pure philosophy, practical philosophy is contrasted with
theory-centered philosophy. The different contrast reflects a different

relationship. Whereas applied philosophy is derived from pure philosophy,
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practical philosophy is not derived from theory-centered philosophy. In fact,
Paul Thompson characterizes practical philosophy as philosophy that “involves
problems of a philosophical nature for which there is not theory” (“Two Types”
12). The relationship between theory-centered and practical philosophy then is
not one of subject-matter to application, but of two different forms or styles of
philosophy that co-exist on more or less equal footing. Central to the difference
between the two styles is the way in which each frames philosophical problems
and solutions. Stephen Toulmin, who has probably provided the fullest recent
account of the conception of practical philosophy argues that theory-centered
philosophy frames philosophical problems and solutions in timeless, abstract and
universal terms whereas practical philosophy frames them in timely, concrete,
and particular terms (“Recovery” 338-341).

The conception of practical philosophy, I contend, is preferable to the
conception of applied philosophy in two ways. First, it more accurately reflects
what philosophers actually do when they turn their attention to practical
problems. Second, the conception of practical philosophy avoids the pejorative
connotation inherent in the label of applied philosophy, that philosophers who
address practical issues are not truly doing philosophy, but are engaged in some
less rigorous, impure, second-order activity. This comes out most clearly in
Toulmin’s work. In addition to offering a rich description of what we mean
when we say that practical philosophy addresses “practical” problems, Toulmin
also provides historical justification for considering practical philosophy on par

with theory-centered philosophy. As we saw in Chapter 1 he does this by

68



drawing attention to the historical diversity and contingency of philosophical
practice or style. Practical philosophy, he argues, is not a form of philosophy
that is being newly developed, but an established form of philosophy that has a
long tradition and that is now being rediscovered. In fact, if one looks at the
history of philosophy one might plausibly characterize the difference between
theoretical and practical philosophy as a contrast between philosophy done in
the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions (“Recovery” 348-349).

There are, however, deficiencies in how the model of practical philosophy
has been described that need to be remedied. Toulmin’s attempt to identify the
distinction between theory-centered and practical philosophy with the distinction
between Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy too narrowly restricts practical
philosophy to one philosophical tradition and cannot withstand scrutiny.
Moreover, despite his emphasis on the historical contingency of philosophical
style, Toulmin overlooks an important historical development that affects the
current prospects for practical philosophy — the professionalization of the
discipline. Finally, and more generally, while depicting practical and theory-
centered philosophy as separate types of philosophy helps to establish the
legitimacy of practical philosophy within the philosophical tradition, it also
raises an important question. What is the relationship between theory and
practice in philosophy? While advocates of applied philosophy, I will argue,
present an untenable relationship between theory and practice, proponents of
practical philosophy have for the most part, skirted the issue by separating

theory and practice. A fully satisfactory account of practical philosophy,
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particularly one intended to find a place for practical philosophy with in the

profession, must address this question.

2 Applied Philosophy
2.1  Description

Applied philosophy can be described in a number of ways. One common
method is to describe it through analogy with applied branches of other
disciplines. For instance, Wilson and Cowell characterize the modern sense of
applied philosophy* as an attempt to use philosophy to solve problems similar to
the way that we might use physics or mathematics to solve problems. It is an
attempt, they write, to “assimilate ‘applied philosophy’ to ‘applied science’ or
‘applied mathematics’: that is, the application of some kind of ‘pure’ philosophy
or philosophical theory to particular problems.” Similarly, comparing
philosophical theories to formulas of geometry, Thompson characterizes applied
philosophy as a branch of philosophy derived from pure theory. “The theory is
worked out, and then actual data points are used to instantiate the free variables.
The theory then generates ‘an answer’ in the form of a prediction or a
measurement” (“Two Types”12). Finally, describing what she calls the
engineering model of applied philosophy Fiscella compares the relationship

between philosophy and its applications to the relationship between physics and

‘Wilson and Cowell contrast this modern sense with another sense of
applying philosophy that, they claim, is more commonly found in the history of
philosophy. This other sense is to use philosophy not to solve problems, but to
feel differently about them — e.g., Roman Stoicism (127).

70



engineering. “Just as theories developed in physics are used in the field of
engineering to help solve concrete problems (so the model proposes), theories
developed in philosophy are also applied to specific concrete problems” (61).

Other philosophers describe the model of applied philosophy by drawing
certain contrasts between applied and “pure” or “conventional” philosophy.
Perhaps the most important contrast pertains to the relevance or importance of
context. Young uses the term “applied ethics” to refer to “any study which is
concerned with practically determining right courses of action within the context
of extant society”( 37, emphasis added). He contrasts applied ethics with
“conventional” philosophy (e.g., epistemology, metaphysics, and moral theory)
that maintains a critical distance from the context-bound problems. In a similar
vein Katzner emphasizes both the selection of concrete problems and the
necessity of addressing them within the context in which they arise.

[A]pplied philosophy involves focusing philosophical analysis and

deliberation on issues of societal and individual import. Moreover,

it insists upon addressing these issues in the contexts in which they

arise, rather than constantly abstracting from real situations to

ideal cases. In other words, rather than treating the facts of a

situation as variables that can be altered at will (e.g. turning the

discussion of a sane nuclear policy into one about an ideal nuclear

policy), applied philoso<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>