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ABSTRACT

Foundationalism is • trIditioaal meupbiIosopbica position which holds that rea.lity
can be expIamed md described absolutely. FOODdItioaaIists maintain that our questions about
<oaJily inquire beyond the copobilities of""' onImoty languqe and tIw. the<efa<e. these
questions require absolute answus that are pInxd in • metaphpic:a/ vocabulary which
reaches beyoDd ordinary IaDguase to an abtoIuIe raJity or melDplrysicaJ foundation. I
maintain that we should forget fOUllllilboDalUm because the notion of a metaphysical
foundation is a ncedless presupposition that results from Utcoberent assumptions about the
nature of language and reference.

In order to make a case against foundltionalist philosophy [ investigate its application
to traditional questions addressed by Richard Rorty and Hilary Putnam in the current
realism/antirealism debate. I examine both RaTty's and Putnam's critiques of metaphysical
realism. which is a clear ClWnple ofa foundationali51 approach to questions about reality, and
I compare the kinds of nonfoundational pragmatism with which they attempt to replace it.

Although Rarty and Putnam agree that metaphysical realism is incoherent, Putnam
professes that he does not agree with Rorty's replacement - ethnocentric pragmatism.
However. my comparison ofRorty's ethnocentric pragmatism with Putnam's natural realism
reveals that, despite Putnam's criticism of RoTty's position, both positions are remarkably
similar. In his arguments against metaphysical realism Putnam clearly recognizes the
incoherence offoundationalism, but Putnam', charge of relativism against Rony contradicts
the very arguments that PutMm himsdfemploys against metaphysical realism. [ contend that
Putnam's discomfort with Ronys ethnocenlrism suggests that Putnam has not quite
su<:ceeded in forgetting foundationalism.

The postmodem recommeod.ation to forget foundationalism is not a new one;
Wittgenstein proposed it in his PhilosopIdcoJ Inw.sngations fifty years ago and Rorty and
Putnam are proposing it now. I am rCunriDg dis recommendation in order to show that the
aiticism Rorty (especially) and Putnam have received is an unwarranted and often dogmatic
rdiJsaI to accept the limits orphilosophical inquiry.
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I take it as a fact of life that there is a sense in wbicb the task of philosopby is 10 overcome
metaphysics and a sense in which its tuk is to contime metaphysical discussion. In every
philosopher there is a part that cries, "This enterprise is vain, fiivolous.. crazy-we must say
'slOp'''' and a part that cries. "this enterprise is simply reflection at the most general and most
abstract level; to put a stop to it wouJd be a crime against reason." Ofcourse philosophical
problems are unsolvable; but as Stanley Cavell once remarked., "there are better and worse
ways of thinking about them."

Hilary Putnam, Realism With a HumanF~. p. 19.
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CllAPTERI

THE DEVELOPMENT OF roUNDAnONALlST PHILOSOPHY

Metaphysics is motivated by a profouDd, pIWosophical ambition to undenta.nd and

explain reality. This ambition is similar to the expluatexy aims of scientific or humanistic

investigations into the nature oftbeunio.ux bo:::Iux like metaphysics the aim oreach of these

investigations is to provide us with a language that descnbes reality. However. what

distinguishes metaphysics from these other investigations is itsjoundafional criteria. In one

comprebensive language under which all other descriptions of reality can be subsumed,

metaphysics intends to reveal the absolille foundation upon which all other descriptions of

reality rest.

TrDtionaIiy, metaphysical investigations into reality explore me relationship between

human experience and the rest of the experienced world.. By examining the nature of

COnsci0USDCS5 and the nature of the causes of our experience of lhe world. traditional

metaphysicians hope to reveal the fuundatiooal stI'I.JCtW'eS of reality and explain what it means

to say that something is real. In our more recent past. ho~. philosophers have placed

ooosidc:rabIe emphasis on the rolc that I.anguIge plays in revealing metaphysical foundations.

As a result oflhis -linguistic tum- the foundationalist intentions of traditional metaphysics

since Plato have become suspect in our present historical context.' The controversy is

apparent in the ract that much ofthis century's philosophy has been spent either questioning

I See the introduction to Richard Rorty's, The Unguimc Tum for an explanation of why
we eventually turned to an analysis of language for answers to our philosophical questions.



the relevance offoundationalist metapbysi.cs or justifying its continued practice. However,

for those who are currently justifying metapbysics, at times it seems that their desire to

understand reality foundationally is compromisU:la the desire just to understand.

The last tweaty years ofquestioning the tndition of philosophy have panty loosened

the grip foundationalist metaphysics bas on the direction of philosophical discourse. Hilary

Putnam and Richard Rorty have led this rcceIIllttIck on our traditional assumptions, and

their new pragmatist discourse is the subject ofthis thesis. However, while both philosophers

offer challenging. nonfoundationalist suggestions for the future of philosophy, there are times

when it seems that the challenge these suggestions pose is greater than our desire to engage

them. For this reason I feel it is important that we regain our perspective and learn to accept

the reasons why fOWldationalism has been under attack for the past one hundred years. The

nonfoundationalist pragmatism with which Rorty and Putnam attempt to renew contemporary

philosophy deserves more entlaJsiastic consideration than it has recently received. Therefore,

my objective in this thesis is to help re--establish this enthusiasm towards a responsible

commitment to ensure that philosophy is pertinent to the interests of the culture in which it

is practiced.

The next section (1.1) of this chapter will provide a brief account of how

foundationalism became the dominating: theme throughout the history of philosophy. The first

halfofsection 1.2 will show how foundationalism culminated in the metaphysical realism of

Ludwig Wrttgenstein's early Tractarian philosophy. The second half of section 1.2 will show

how Wittgenstein's later position in the Philosophical IfllIestigations exposed the



presuppositions ofabsolutist metaphysics and introduced a new nonfoundationalist approach

to the philosophy oflanguage. UoderstaDding WJttgenstein's influence is imponant because

both Rorty and Putnam draw heavily from the later position in his Philosophical

Investigations, and appreciating the depth ofWrttgeDstein's later philosophy will invoke a

greater sensitivity to the new pragmatic rccommcndItions suggested by Putnam and Rorty.

Section 1.3 of this chapter will introduce the realismfantirealism debate which reflects the

deep confusion caused by foundationalist methodology. Currently, this debate and the

foundationaIist concerns that cause it are most clearly exhibited in productive exchanges

between Putnam and Rorty. These exchanges and the metaphilosophical issues surrounding

them are the focus ofthis thesis. and they will be introduced in the last section of this chapter.

I I OUR FOUNDATIONAl lSI WSTORY

The history ofphilosophy is tilled with complex systems and methods that exemplify

the labors offoundationalist answers to the great metaphysical questions. These metaphysical

systems and the methods that have grown out of foundational questions penneate just about

every philosophical epoche. Prior to the enlightenment, metaphysical systems sought to

ground their inquiries in the imm.1tab1e foundations oran absolute or mind-independent reality

on which absolute certainty was thought to be grounded Ancient philosophers debated about

the proper place of soul, fonn and matter and about the relationship between these things in

the larger context of nature. These debates usually posited some kind of fixed, absolute

reality, such as Plato's world ofFonns, and it was thought that, because this absolute reality



c:xlubited the way the world really is, in order for human beliefs to be justified or true they

must confonn or accord with this absolute rea1ity.

Medieval philosophers turned these anc:ic::ot debates into debates over the nature of

spirit, intellect, univcrsals and partiallars in aD attempt to reconcile the earlier Classical

philosophy with the CODCemS of Christian theology. Like Greek philosophy, medieval

mctapbysics grounded reality in absokttc fouadations. It posited God as the absolute creator

whose power governs reality, determines the nature ofaU things and grounds human belief.

In this general manner medieval philosophy is the Christian version ofancient foundationalist

metaphysics.

Like his medieval predecessors, Rene Descartes supported the Christian theology of

his time, but he was also keenly aware of the importance that mathematics, geometry and

science hc1d for foundationalist metaphysics. Cartesian dualism necessitated the reconciliation

of these two apparently exclusive approaches to absolute certainty and the mindlbody

problem began. This dualism inaugurated modern philosophy by translating the older, ancient

and medieval debates into the language ofa modern audience who were struggling with the

problems that Galilean science posed for Christian philosophy. The arrival of Cartesian

dualism was an important foundationalist event because it moved the unknowable,

otherworldly, absolute reality ofancicnt and medieval pbiJosopbies into the knowable, carth1y,

inhabitable world. That is, Descartes attnbuted to philosophy an ability to attain absolute

certainty from within this world (as opposed to the world offonns, heaven, etc.) because he

believed. that science could arrive at these absolutes • the existence of God and the



irmnona&ty of the soul - without rdyiDs OIl tue:h OOIlpbiIosophical criteria a.s faith or fear of

penecution.

Tberd"ore. to the mockm. inberiton ofCartesian dualism fouodationalist metaphysics

became more than jwl: a grand search for abIoUe certainty. Through the DeW scienr.i.fi<:

methods, absolute certainry became a ratioaal, attaiDabIe goal that devdoped into an

anthropoceotric obsession to beat ndW'e al her 0WIl deceptive game. This goal eventually

resulted in what we now call the Enlightenment. During this period new science Oourished

a.s it produced valued results that even the theologians of the time could not sensibly reject.

The enlightened societies tested the capacities of human understanding with new scientific

methods. while philosophers delibented over truth theories with the founciationaIist

conviction that an absolute cxpIanation of the universe was now inevitable. Foundalionalism

had secured its place in our philosophical bistoty.

Around the time of the Enligbtemne:n1 mel iD response to the modern rationalist and

empiricist tbeorics inspired by Cartesian dualism. Kanr: anempted to reverse our philosophical

focus and tum our anention to the role minds play in constitllting natIIre. Tha1 is. prior to

Kantian Idealism. most pbilosopbers investigated a ready-made. mind-indepeodmt work! for

foundations, but afterwards their~ attention turned mostJy to the human mind and

the possibility that its capacities might reveal foundational structUres and absolute certainty.

Kant's reversal of philosophical focus was very important to metaphysical projects that

attempt to explain the relationship between human thought and the world because it

tBnsformed the original strategy of investigating the absolute nature of a mind--independent



reality into an investigation into the~ features ofbuman minds that shape or constitute

reality. Both rationalists and empiricists quickly bcpn to recognize the important role our

minds or brains played in the constitution ofOUT world.

It makes sense to see Kantim Idealism. as the natural foundationalist result of an

increasingJy anthropocentric history. Scientists and philosophers were gradually recognizing

the power and control that buma:n iJncrprcwion CQI't.ed over our perception of the universe.

Considering the new significance placed on human interpretation, it is not surprising that the

last major historical tum in the world of philosophy was linguistic. Up to the tum of this

century versions ofKantian philosophy examined perception and human experience in order

to establish absolute foundations for knowledge in the mind's pervading structures., but the

linguistic turn translated these foundationalist investigations into examinations of the

structures of language and meaning.

After Frege's distinction between Beudeutung (reference) and Sinn (sense) many

foundationalist philosophers supported the idea that a proper analysis of language would

reveaJ. metaphysical foundatiom and explain the relationship between human thought and the

world. The drive for absolute certainty that motivated foundationalist philosophy therefore

turned its investigation to the area where our words 'connect' with the objects they designate

(reference). The younger Wrttgenstein, for example, and other foundationalists of this

tradition believed that by making the right connections between words and objects they would

reveal a 6naI vocabulary that desaibes the worfd absolutely. The problem ofestablishing this



connection between words and objects is DOW the 'problem of reference.' and current

foundationalist hopes ofdiscovering a final vocabulary rest on its solution.

A discussion of the philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein is perhaps the most

appropriate way to introduce the problem of reference and the state of contemporary

fOWldationalist philosophy. As I've mentioned, Putnam's and Rorty's criticisms ofabsolutist

metaphysics are strongly influenced by WIttgeDstc:in', work. Consequently, the force of their

current~ solutions to the problem offoundationaIist philosophy will be more deeply

appreciated ifwe understand his critique ofthis tradition.

Wittgenstein's philosophical development: is rich, and at times the results are

conflicting. There are two distinct stages in his thinking and they manifest in two distinct

approaches to contemporary philosophy ofl.anguage: ideal and ordinary language philosophy

In my estimation this division is evidence of the gCIlCl1l1 state of philosophy today as an

uncertain discipline confused between foundaIionalist and nonfoundationalist philosophy. My

central wony is that we are failing during this period of transition between modem and

postmodem eras to make sense at: and convince ourselves at: the critical imponance of

philosophical reflection. The next section will examine the events leading up to our present

confusion so that this confusion may be more clearly understood.

I 2 WIITGENSTEIN AND THE PROBLEM OF REFERENCE

Around the time ofWittgenstein philosophers became increasingly interested in the

poSSIbility that language could reveaI the foundational relationship between humans and their



world. These philosophers of language sought to acquire certainty by establishing an

absolutely fixed connection or refcrmc:e between our words and the objects to which they

refer. Wmgenstein attempted such a project with his picture theory of meaning in the

Tractahls Logico-Philosophicus. However, in bis PJrilosophicallnvestigations Wittgenstein

later refuted the foundationalism that motivated his cuIier philosophy. An understanding of

his reasons forre:jecting the picture theoryofmeanmg is aucial to understanding the current

state ofphilosophy.

In his picture theory ofmeaning Wrttgenstein argues for a correspondence theory of

truth which balds that meaningful propositions are pictures that are direct symbolic copies of

the world. Since meaningful propositions are symbolic 'stand ins' for the world, truth about

the real structure of the world is revealed through meaningful propositions. According to

Wittgenstein, when names are contained within the context of propositions they 'reach OUI'

to simple objects. and the fonnal structure ofthcse combinations of simple objects shapes the

logical struetW"e of the atomic sentences which are concatenations of the corresponding

names. Thus there are what Wittgenstcin calls atomic facts, which are composed of

concatenations of simple objects, and these atomic facts correspond to true, meaningful

atomic sentences which in tum are composed of simple names. On this model of

representation the world has a formal structure that the logical structure oflanguage must

imitate in order 10 represent the real world accurately. Ultimately, meaningful propositions

refer by picturing real state of affairs whose fonnal structUre is shown through the logical



structure of the propositions. In this tDa:DDer, meaningfuJ propositiollS exhibit the

metaphysical structure ofthe world.

It is important to DOte thR'lbeworid' fur"WIttgeDStein is a world of'&cts': "The world

is the totality of facts. DOt ofthings. 001 1bis is a dif6c:uIt proposition, for we ordinarily speaIc

of the world as comprised of things aDd DOt offilcb. It see:nu tlw things are physical, hard

and rea.I, whereas &cu are inlaDgIb&e IiDpisDc reptCSaltations, or mere symbols., of lhat

reality. However, Wittgenstein's theory reflect!; his recognition of the problems associated

with many correspondence theories of truth. What Wittgenstcin recognized was that the

notion of an epistemological distance between words and objects. a distance that must be

bridged with reference, causes much confusion. Ultimately, Wittgenstcin argues that this

epistemological distance bas gc:nentcd many philosophical problems and fostered the need

for foundationalist philosophy to solve them.

Wtttgenstein's picture theory ofme:aning attc:rnpU to bridge the gap between language

and the world by putting language and the world in dinet logical correspond~ that is.

Wlttgenstein's pi<:tu.re tbeoJy of meanlDg asserts that there is no real gap between the logic

of our language and the logic of the world. He contends that the correspoodence between

language and the world is not across a distance in.space or time but, rather, that reference is

fixed through the structure of the world which is exactly expressed in meaningful language.

The world, says Wlttgenstein, exists as facts which show themsdves to us through meaningful

2 Wittgenstein, Tnx:latlLf Logico-Philosophicus, p. 31, proposition I. I.



propositions. However, in order for an object or thing to be 'known' to exist it must first be

capnaed within the meaningful structure ofa language. for we can only speak coherently of

what can be clearly referred to. Ultimatdy, WdtgeOStein" picture theory of meaning supports

the view that ifwe obey the universallogK: ofour gmnmar, which is identical to the logical

space that orders the world, then we wiD have true pictures of the facts which comprise the

world. Rorty's and Putnam's criticisms oftbcse 'true pictures' will be explained in chapters

two and three; however, the remainder of tlUs section will present Wittgenstein's own

criticism ofms earlier philosophy so that Putnam and Rorty will be more clearly understood

in these later chapters.

Not long aftcr Wiugenstein wrote the Tractatus he began to doubt the notion of an

ideallanguage. Initially, Wiugenstein believed that his pictUre theory of meaning explained

the absolute. mindIIanguage-indepcndcot reality that the tradition before him sought 10

explain. However, in sharing a common goal with this tradition, the early Wiugenstein also

shared its assumption that there is a reality which can be meaningfully posited and explained

as being independent of human thought. That is, Wrttgenstein assumed that an absolute

language could turn itself inside out and describe its underlying reality. This assumption is

the central target ofRorty's and Putnam's criticisms presented in the next two chapters, and

I will be refer [0 it - and others like it - as the -foundationalist assumption.-

WtUgenstein came to realize in the PhilosophicallfIWstigations that the Tractarian

model of language does not account: for the innumerabk ways in which language operates.

In the lfIWstigations Wiugenstein analyzes ordinary language and describes many ways that

10



language works,. illustrating that an ideallaDguage pbiJosopby which maintains one static logic

simply misunderstands the dynamic and diverse functions of language. In reference to the

problems associated with one ideal picture of1&nguage Wittgenstein writes:

The paradox [m tbiscase the status ofrDCDtal events] disappears only if we make
a radical break with the idea that IansuI8e always functions in one way.J

The main point ofWittgenstein's critique ofw earlier- philosophy of language is not simply

that language bas more than one function; rather it is that language cannot have the one

function that the Traclotus and much of analytic philosophy presumes it to have. That is.,

according to the later Wittgenstein, the function of language cannot be to produce true

propositions whose truth lies in the acaJnIte representation ofa language-independent world.

In the Investigations, Wittgenstein shows that our words get their meanings in

innumerable ways which are not sireply determined by the fonnal universal structure of a

language-independent world Rather, the use ofour words is determined by contingent socia-

historical forces that shape the particular behaviors and conventions of various cultures or

'forms of life'. As Wittgenstein states, -the term 'language-game' is meant to bring into

prominence the f8ct thaJ. the speaJang of language is part ofan activity, or ofa fonn oflife,·~

Meaning is therefore crealed through the particular uses oflanguage within an established

public sphere, a 'language-game' that lays down the rules of linguistic convention through

J Wittgenstein, Philosophica1lrrvestigations, p. 304.

• Wittgenstein, Philosophicalltrvestigalions, p. II, paragraph 23.

11



ordinary, practical behavior. There are many 'forms of life' and therefore many language-

games and meanings.

However, iftbe reference ra.tioos between our words and objects can change from

one 1anguage-game to the next, then what becomes of the fixed reference relations and the

one, absolute reality that our philosophical tRdition aims to descnbe? The assumption that

penneates and often directs the history of pbiIosopby, that a mind-independent world is

needed to justifY a correspondence theory of truth, suggests that there is one privileged

language-game. But the grounds for determing the nature of such a privileged language

cannot be disassociated from the reason used to justify those grounds. However, the

metaphysica! assumption that there is a mind-independent world necessitates this incoherent

disassociation in the interests ofthe privilege ofabsolutism. Any notion of absolute uuth or

metaphysical reality is eKcluded from Wittgenstein's investigations through his discovery that

the logic oflanguage is as dynamic as human behavior. This rejection of absolute concepts

is the first step in the transition to a nonfoundationalist approach to philosophy. In the

remainder ofthis section I will briefly discuss what Wittgenstein means when he uses words

like 'truth' and 'reality' nonfoundationally.

The foUowing passage from the lrrvestigations may help us understand a

nonfoundationallanguage:

'But mathematical truth is independent ofwbetber lI.1man beings know it or oot1'­
Certainly, the propositions 'Human beings believe that twice two is four' and
'Twice two is four' do not mean the same. The latter is a mathematical
proposition; the other. ifit makes sense at all, may perhaps mean: human beings
have DI'ri\Ied at the mathematical proposition. The two propositions have entirely

12



diffc:rent KS£S.-But what would /his melD: 'Even though everybody believed that
twice two was five it would still be faun-For what would it be like for
everybody to believe that?-Wdl. I c:ouId imaaine. for instance, that people had
a different calculus. or a technique which we should not call 'calculating'. But
would it be wrong? Os a coronation WI'OItffl To beings different from ourselves
it might look extremely odd.)'

Despite the absence ofa substantial theory oftJuth in Wiugenstein's later work, r see this

passage as expressing a nanualistic aa::ouut oftrulh in terms ofcontingent linguistic activities

that lack: any reference to an independent CldJ'a-lioaWstic ground. That is, Wittgenst.ein asks

us 'to what do we appeal when we by to imagine truth to be different from what it is in our

language-game"? He says that we must imagine a different language-game in which different

'techniques' are used. But notice that when he puts the question of the truth of this new

language-game to his readers Wlttgenstein doesn't ask if its propositions could be false.

Rather, he chooses to use the more explicitly normative question, 'But would it be wrong'?

In other words, he is rephrasing objective epistemological questions about truth and reJativism

so they have a nonnative, ethical content, and, as a result, truth-values ojpropositions are

replaced with descriptions oj context and evaluation of at:tivities. Consequently.

Wittgenstein is not claiming that mathematical objects do not exist.; rather, he is simply

pointing out that their existence can add nothing to the meaning or the context of the

propositions in which they are described.

According 10 Wittgenstein, local, nonfoundationalist truth is a language-user's

endorsement of her language or fonn of life. This endorsement is justified through the

, Wittgenst.ein, Philosophical Investigations, p. 226.

13



grammatical rules of the \anguagc-ulcr's particular Language-game. However, there are

inn.nnerable l.anguage-games and, therefore. iDoumerabIe truths. The above passage from the

l17Vf!stigations suggests that any perspective from which we use language must necessarily

be a value-laden and Ianguage-depend perspective; thus there are DO value-free, language­

independent perspectives. Because we CUUlOt, says Wrttgenstein, approach other forms of

life without the prejudice ofour own fonnoflifc. we caMot then objectively judge them to

be true or false. We can see them as different or wrong by the standards of our own

language-game, but this is all. WittgenSteiD notes this within parentheses in the above

quotation when he writes: ~Is a coronation wrong? To beings different from ourselves it

might look extremely odd. ~

Ultimately, for Wittgenstein, we cannot stand at a neutral Archimedean point and

determine which truths are absolutely true. As Wm:gensteiD states. ~What has to be accepted,

the given. is-so one could say-forms oflife. '" We can only judge other forms of life to be

better or worse according to the standards ofour own fonn oflife. Thus the foundationalist

assumption ofone, absolute description ofa common universe (Truth) and the metaphysical

project which endeavors to justify this assumption, overlook. the prejudice with which each

culture must view its world.

In spite ofWrttgenstcin's ordinary but profound recommendations in the Philosophical

Investigations, many philosophers still cootime to ask the great metaphysical questions. They

6 Wittgenstein, Philosophicalltrllestigations, p. 226.

14



SliD wanr: confirmation ofan objective rcalitydm exists iodepcndeotJy ofbuman thought and

language. Despite the fact that some of the dabonte metaphysical systems that attempt to

do this are a &r ay from c:ommon scme. these COlllpJo: systems are invented in the interests

of justifYing our common beliefs aDd behaviors. At this stage in history foundationalist

answe'S are the most accepted answas to questions about the relationship between language

and the wortd, but they have bcIlXlme~ diffialft to maintain. This difficulty has led

to narrow reductionist positions like scientistic positivism and other more elaborate

metaphysics. David Lewis' system ofpossible worlds is one example of suspiciously abstract

and complex metaphysics that can sometimes serve to discredit philosophy in the eyes of

I1Onphilosopbers. But how far should we go in defense offoundatiooalist convictions? Do

they even need metaphysical defense? ADd sbouId we accept the notion that our realist

intuitions have been formed through a history of wdI intended but narrow philosophical

attitudes and that we should now take steps to explore new approaches?

1beseare some of tile questions that Iie.u the bean of the realismfantirealism debate

today, especially as it is discussed by Putnam and Rony. These questions differ from many

previous questions in the history of pbilosophy because they are not simply questioning the

details and arguments of a panicuJar side in the debate. RAther, they are metapbilosophical

because they question the debate itsdf. This particular attack on the presuppositions of

traditional philosophy has its origin in Wittgensr:ein's later critique of his ideal-language

philosophy in the TractDtus, and it has cootnbuted much to the curn:nt wave of pragmatist

criticism of the same tradition. At this point I will describe the realism/antirealism debate as
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[ see it today. This will allow me to irdroduce the problem of realism as it is d.isa.wed in

subsequent chapters.

I J mE BEALISMlANJJREALISM DEBAIE

In its most basic form n::aIism is the fuuDdatiooa1ist position that there is an objective

reality that exists independeotIy of bumaa tbouaJbt. For those who are satisfied with their

ability to make sense ofsuch a claim. the problem ofrealism is how to demonstrate and verify

this objective reality. While lhere are varying positions which attempt to solve the problem,

I will be concerned with the most accepted version: metapllysicaJ realism. Metaphysical

ceaJism, or traces ofit, can be found in many b~clles of philosophy. Various philosopllies

of logic, epistt:moIogy, ethics and aesthetics are ooostrue:ted on the foundationalist assumption

that there is an independent, objective reality that grounds these disciplines. However, such

foundationalist assumptions., as we sbalI see. require impossible justification.

The position ram caIling mc:taphysicaJ realism contains three theses. The first is that

real objects exist; the second is that these objects exist independently ofour experience of

them; and the last is that real objects bave propc:rtic:s and functions whose structures are

fonned indepeodently of thought and language. In its epistemological guise metaphysical

realism ertaiIs that truth lies in the com:spondcnce ofconcepts or words to real objects. The

metaphysical realist, then, holds that we formulate concepts about the real world and that we

can use these concepts to make true statement! that colTCSpond to the real world. It has

16



already been mentioned and will become more apparent that for my purposes Wittgenstein's

Tractatus is the paradigm piece ofmctapbysicaI realist work.

Metaphysical rea1ism is contested by IIIti-rcaIists ofmany sorts. One version ofanti·

realism is idealism. Idealists hold that IDCUpbysical realists are mistaken about reality and the

nature of truth. That is, the idealist argues that RlI1ity is not independent of OUT thinking

about it. for reality is at least partially, if DOt wboUy, constituted by the stnJeture of our

eltperienc:e, thought or language. For example, in what he considered to be a defence of

common sense, George Berkeley argues that all that exists are finite and infinite perceivers

and perceived objects. On this view physical objects only become real when they are

perceived because. according to Berkeley, to exist is to be perceived. One of his famous

arguments for this view is that It is impossible to conceive ofan unperceived object. for the

act of conceiving must involve the sensible ideas that comprise the actual object.

However, despite the obvious differences between realists and idealists. there is a

point where both intersect. That is, both realists and idealists can hold that what is real is

what is known. For eumple, some realists can claim that a physical reality does exist:

independently of thought and that it exists in exactly the way that we think it. This 'reality'

may not necessarily be all that different from the one posited by certain idealists who say that

reality is what the mind says it is. In both eases the reality descnbed is the same. but whereas

the realist's ontology is based on a reality in-itsel( the idealist's is based on reality as we think

it. On~'s tendec<':)' to side with either the metaphysical realist or the idealist ultimately

depends on what (Y.le considers to be the most significant ground for a metaphysics. A realist
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tendency uses the reality that we quescioIlas its grouud. whereas the idealist tendency uses

the human perspective from which we uk the questions.

The latest tendeDcy in the reafismlamnalism debate belongs to a rather unique group

of philosophers who reject realism on quite different grounds and whom I will label

'nonfoundationalists'. Like many reactive IDOVemenu and eras in philosophy,

nonfoundatiooalism is not defined by any escabtisbed set of theses or arguments; rather, it is

best explained as a scattered attack on various fouodatiollalist presuppositions in modem

philosophy. And one of the key forerunners of this anack on realism and metaphysics is

Wingenstein and his later work. in the Phi/o.sophicaJ Investigations. Many contemporary

postmodem critiques, especially in metaphysics and the philosophy of language, are

developments ofWittgenstein's suggestions in the Investigations.

As I mentioned earlier, Wittgenstein's approach to the problem of realism and

practically all foundationalist problem5 is quite fuodamc:ntaI.. He does not directly criticize the

various answers to these problems, but. instead, he offers a naturalistic description of

language which shows that the problems themselves are "houses of cards..1 that have no

sensible foundation in language. Similarly, contemporary postmodern critiques of

metaphysical realism. like the ones offer-ed by Putnam and Rorty, do not directly contest

realist solutions; rather. they simply dismiss, as unintelligible, the foundational questions that

the realist (and the idealist as weD) attempts to answer and therefore do not see the sense: in

J Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations. p. 48. paragraph 118.
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contesting the realist answts". The question u [ am fonnu1ating it here (there are other ways

of formulating it) is., "what is the bUe reIatioosbip between thought or language and the

world'!' As I explained above, the metapbysicaI realist bolds that there is an objective world

that is independent ofour thinking and the ideIIist holds that there is not. Putnam, Rorty and

the postmodernists mentioned here argue that it is this question itself that is fundamentally

mistalcen.

I 4 BORTY AND PIUNAM' THE CURRENT DEBAlE

As I have mentioned, the postmodem, nonfounciationalist criticism contained in

WrttgenStein's Philosophical Investigations bas bad remarkable influences on many thinkers.

Wingenstein's work: stands as a crucial signpost in the development of our increasingly

postmodem perspective. The central focus of my thesis is the realism/antirealism debate as

it is currently taking place within the works of two philosophers who are very richly inspired

by Wittgenstein's investigations: Richard Rorty and Hilary Putnam.

Rorty and Putnam are both infiuenccd by Wittgenstein's discoveries and this common

thread is the source oftheir simiJarphilosophical positions. However. Putnam claims that his

pragmatism differs from Rorty's in its form.dation oftnrth and recommendations for the future

of philosophy. The supposed difference between them goes like this: whereas Borty sees

Wittgenstein's dissolving of the language/world distinction as implying the end of the

philosophical problems that are grounded in this distinction, Putnam does not. Instead,

Putnam argues that many of the philosophical problems are still present, but that we must
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avoid using a vocabulary thai: goes beyond our ordinuy uses of words to solve them; thus for

Putnam the problems and their answers become ordinary. I argue that Putnam's formulation

ofthese philosophical problems does not COlIBict with Rany's pragmatism.

This thesis will concentrate on both Rorty's and Putnam's arguments against

~ realism and contemporary bmdItiooIIism in order to demonstrate that, whether

they know it or not, their philosophical positioDS coincide on the question of what is real.

That is, despite Putnam's claims that his natural realism and his recommendations for the

future ofphilosophy are at odds with Rorty's pragmatic recommendations, I will argue that,

while their positions take somewhat diff«enl approaches to the problem of realism, they both

say the same thing about what is real and what philosophy should do about it.

In order to analyze this debate in the depth that I consider it deserves, I have

concentrated mostly on the work ofRorty and Putnam. And because this debate has been

ongoing for several years now there is plenty of worthwhile, first·hand commentary provided

by these two philosophers. I do not claim to survey aU of the philosophical developments of

their positions in the past several years. It would require more room than I have here just to

traek: Putnam's movemem. As James Conant writes ofPutnam in the introduction to Realism

Wilh A Human Face:

Thus the membership of Putnam's constellation of heroes. not unlike his own
substantive philosophical views, tends to exist in a condition of peflletual flux; at
any given point in his career, one has only to glance at the current membership of
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this constellation to ascertain the saw=nJ. philosophical direction in which he is
(often quite rapidly) moving.'

My main focus is on three ofPutDam's latest booles: Rea/ism With a Human Face,

Renewing Philosophy, and W'0I'ds and Lift u weU as his "Dewey Lectures." From these

works I have assembled what I consider to be a pervading position supported by different

parts of each of these texts. 011 Rorty's side of the debate I have focussed mostly on

Phik>sophyand 1heMirrorOjNatrue, for his position bas DOt clwJged greatly from its first

aniculation. The few revisions that have been made since then have been due, in part. to

exchanges with Putnam and these revisions. with the exception of some changes presented

in Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, are neatly packaged in an article called "Putnam and

the Relativist Menace" in the 1994 Journal ofPhilosophy.

The next chapter wiU examine RaTty's argument that contemporary philosophy is

afflicted with a useless and unnecessary foundationalism that has been inherited from the

history of philosophy and is exemplified in metaphysical realism. We will see how Rorty's

nonfoundationalism leads him to his pragmatic, naturalist answer to the question of what is

rea1, which is characterized by a strong linguistic convattionalism in which. there is no extra-

linguistic relationship between language and the world and where what is real is ethno-

dependent.

Chapter three will present Putnam's arguments against metaphysical realism in order

to reveal his natural realist answer to the question of what is real. Like Rorty, Putnam is

, Putnam, Realism With a Human Face, p. xvn.
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uncomfortable with foundationalism, aDd his amanaI ra1ism offers a picture of reality that

doesn't seek to ground itself in pe:rmmmcy. According to Putnam, what is real is also

linguistic, where ·linguistic· means the place where both facts and values meet.

In chapter four I will argue tII81 PutDlm's and Ratty's arguments against metapltysical

realism amount to similar positions on the nature of reality and the future of philosophy.

Although Putnam's position appean to be las r.:IicaI aDd a Iittie more restrained than Rorty's,

this is simply a matter of the symp4thetic vocabulary Putnam employs. However, Putnam's

criticism of Rony as an inconsistent relativi.st suggests that Putnam does see a substantial

difference between his natural realism and Rorty's ethnocentric pragmatism. In chapter five

r will argue that this difference is actually a result of a deep discomfort with Rorty's truly

nonfoundationalist vocabulary. I show that this discomfort is a manifestation of a

philosophical tendency that many contemporary philosophers justifY through the

presupposition that our ordinary behavior needs absolute justification. My intention is to

show that this presupposition is unnecessary and, like Rony, I think we could benefit by

elCp[oring other nonfoundationalist options.
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CHAPTER>

RORTY'S ETHNOCENTRIC PRAGMATISM

In Philosophy and lhe Mirror of Nabin Ricbatd Rorty argues that the central

assumption oftraditional philosophy is the notion of the mind as a mirror which pictures or

represents a mind-independent world.

The picture which holds traditional philosophy captive is that of the mind as a
great mirror. containing various representations - some accurate, some not - and
capable ofbeing studied by pure. nonempirical methods. I

According to Rorty this entire notion ofa mind represeutmg a world that is independent of

it does not make sense. He argues that philosophers have turned away from more important

social issues by narrowly thinking that necessary foundations of metaphysics and

epistemology could be found in such a model ofmind. He claims that these contemponuy

philosophical pursuits are esserdially fonned around this model of the representing mind. and

once the model is shown to be useless so will epistemology and metaphysics.

In this chapter I wiD outline Rorty's aiticism ofmetaphysical realism, which he claims

presupposes this particulac epistemological model, in order to show how Rorty thinks the

problem of realism should be addressed. Like the later Wittgcnstein, Rotty does not engage

the metaphysical realist on typical grounds,; that is. he does not directly attack the realist's

answer to the question of realism. Instead, as Wittgenstein did before him, Rart raises the

stakes by attacking the coherence and utility of the question itseI( thereby discrediting any

I Rorty, Philosophy andtM Mirror ofNature, p. 12.



of its answa'$. Simply PIt. the question ofrealism inquires into the 1WW'e of the relationship

between language or thought and the world. It asks if there is an independcnr. reality

consisting of real wgible objects that are DOt just maul or IiDgui.stic constructions.

Metapbysical realism is ODe answer to this question. and Rorty's attempts to show that the

question ofrSwn is incober"ent and~ ifsuccessful. wiU have drutic consequences for

the metapbysicaI rea1ist. It will become appare:IIt. however. that Rorty's own position with

regard to the question of realism is DOt simply oeprive criticism. Wnh his ethnocentric

pragmItism Rorty sees the world through a Darwinian lens and offers a positive, naturalistic

account of what is real, suggesting that we should be more closely attuned to the diverse,

nonfoundational functions of language when considering what 'reality' can mean.

Tbenea. section (2.1) will describe Rorty's account of the origins offoundationalism

which be says are found in an optional, optical metaphor introduced by Plato. Then section

22 and 2.3 will present Rorty's Wmgensteinian criticism ofthe result oCPlato's metaphor­

metaphysical realism • and introduce Rorty's nonfoundationalist approach to language.

Sections 2.4 and 2.5 will review ROfty's genenl criticism of the foundationalist

preoccupations of conternpcnry philosophy and piece together a positive, ethnocenuic

position out ofRorty's negative critique.

2 I FOUNPADONALISM AND JHE PERCEPII'AL METAPHOR

Rarty explains that the epistemological model ofthe mirror is rooted in the perceptual

metaphor that Plato used to explain the acquisition of knowledge. OfPlato's metaphor Rorty

writes,
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knowing a proposition to be true is to be identified with being caused to do
something by an object. The object which the proposition is about imposes the
proposition's truth.1

PIa1o's explanation therefore compares IcDowing to the causal process of perceiving in which

tbewortd 'imposes' itselfupon the waiting 1Ilind. Plato's metaphor. says Rony, produced the

ClJITent model of the mind as a mirror rdlcaing &Del representing the imposing causes, laws,

and objects of nature and, from this point ill history on, philosophy was mainly concerned

with the interaction oftwo distinct realms: the inner world ofthought and the outer world of

things. However, according to Rarty,

Plato... did not discover the distinction between two kinds ofentities, either inner
or outer. Rather,... he was the first to articulate what George Pitcher has called
the ~Platonic Principle~ - that differences in certainty must correspond to
differences in the objects known.)

Plato's perceptual metaphor, says Ratty, is an optional approach 10 knowledge, for Plato

could have chosen another. For example. he could have simply decided, as Kant later did,

that the mind is a filter through which nournenaJ matter receives fonn. Or he could have

decided that there were no such things as minds altogether.

Rorty goes on to argue that, because of Plato's choice of metaphor to explain how

knowledge works, philosophy became dominated by a strong desire for foundations. Plato's

metaphor suggested that ifknowing is analogous to perceiving, then knowledge is just as

1 Rorty, Philosophyandthe MirrOT ofNahlTe, p. 157.

) Ratty, Philosophy and the Mirror ofNature, p. 156.
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susceptible to illusion as perception. Plato rude his cuJture aware ofthis problem by making

it evident that much ofwhat they believed was often unfounded and sometimes clearly false.

What they needed,. according to Plato, was • system ofdetermining which beliefs were true

and f8lse and which needed fiutha" iDspectioo. That is.. they needed a system which could lay

immutable univenal foundations for the advucement of knowledge. These foundations

would secure truth and allow humanity to piece toSetber the complex puzzle ofthe universe

by discerning the difference between true beliefs and taIse beliefs. Once certain beliefs about

the world were known to be true. philosophers could then speak with absolute authority on

important monU and political issues. Each ~elation of truth would dispel illusion.

appearance and falsity and bring humanity closer to the true understanding of reality. For

Plato the philosophical searcher for tnJth picks his way through the cavernous shadows of

deception in the physical world and emerges into the illuminated realm of pure, spiritual

reality or truth.

In this manner, according to Rorty, Plato's metaphor inaugurated 'philosophical

thinking' by distinguishing between appearance and reality, matter and spirit and falsity and

truth.

Plato developed the idea ofsuch an ioteUectual (metaphysical realist} by means of
distinctions between knowledge and opinion, and between appearance and
reality.·

• Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, p. 22.
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Rorty contends that it was these distiDctioos that brougbt the Ancients to a need for certainty

and eventually necessiwed the creation ofgrand pbilosopbical systems and solutions that

would 'ground' knowledge in immutable fOUDdations. But, as Rorty has already explained.,

because Plato's metaphor- was optional, epistr::moIogy and metaphysics should not be the only

inheritors of pbilosophy. Instead, Rorty states that if

we think of'rationai certainty' u alDlttcr ofvic:tory in argument rather than of
relarion to an object known, we sbd look toward our iDteriocutors rather than to
our faculties for the explanation oftbe phenomenon.... Our certainty will be a
matter ofconversation between persons. rather than a matter of interaction with
nonhuman reality.'

Thus, for Ratty, the desire for foundations that sti1I affiicts contemporary philosophy bas been

an wrlbrtunate intuition canied throughout the history of philosophy. This intuition, he says.

has produced unnecessary metaphysical systems whieh have interrupted the pragmatic

'conversation between persons'.

Since Rorty's main contention with the whole ofphilosophy is with its insistence on

immovable foundations it only seems appropriate that I discuss his criticism of the one area

of contemporary philosophy that is mostly concerned with foundations: metaphysics. and.

more precisely. metaphysical realism. The rest oflhis chapter will review Rony's pragmatic

picture ofwhat is real through his specific critique of metaphysical realism (section 2.2) and

his general aitiqueoftbe foundarionalism in contemporary philosophy (section 2.3 and 2.4).

The metaphysical rea1ism that Rorty attacks is desaibcd in section 1.4 of my chapter one, and

'Rorty, PhiJosophyandlheMirrOl'o/Nature. p. 157.
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Rorty's criticism of it consists oCa sustaiDcd Wmgensr:einian attack on its central thesis: the

notion ofa Iaoguage-independent reality. The other two theses of metaphysical realism, the

Dotion that a language-independent reality can be described in a finaJ vocabulary and the

notion that knowledge of this reality is confirmed in a correspondence theory of truth, rest

upon the first and. thus, the impIi<:atioos: for tbese theses will be discussed throughout section

2,2, 2.3, and section 2.4 as well.

2 2 A CRITICISM OF LANGUAGE-INDEPENDENT REALITY

According to Rorty. contemporary analytic philosophy considers language to be a

medium which represents or mirrors a language-independent world, and linguistic analysis is

responsibl.efor"inspecting. repairing. and polishing the mirror.·' Metaphysical realists in the

anaJytic tradition assume that such a polishing of language will endow it with a greater

number of true sentences which provide a more accurate representation of the language­

independent world. It is this notion ofa language-independent world that Rorty rejects as an

unfortunate assumption handed down through the history of philosophy. This foundationalist

assumption is precisely the one Wittgenstein held in the TracUrtus when he argued, with IUs

picture theory of meaning, for an ideal language. In this respect the early Wittgenstein is a

paradigmatic metaphysical realist.

'Rorty, Philosophy and lhe Mirror ofNatfIl'e, p. 12.
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As I explained in section 1.2, WIttgemtein's Tracti:dUs Log;co-Philosophicus argues

that propositions are pictures ofthe &cts ofwbich the world is composed and, therefore. the

meaning ofa word ~is the object for which the word stands.~1 On this model oflanguage we

can best understand our relationship to the world by grasping the ideal meanings of our

words, for this would mean that we grasp the object itself. In other words, Wittgenstein and

the analytic tradition he founded - the tnIditioo tbIt Rorty is currently criticizing - believe that

absolute foundations (the logical structure of the world) can be revealed through logical

analysis oflanguage.

In the same way that RaTty's metaphor of mirroring appears to be borrowed from

Wrttgenstein's metaphor ofpicturing, RoTty's criticism of the metaphysical realism in analytic

philosophy is also well in the spirit of Wittgenstein's later criticism of the Tractarian

philosophy. According to Rorty, todays metaphysical realists fail to realize that the idea of

a language-independent reality simply has no content; therefore, constructing a metaphysics

to explain - or to even suggest the necessity of-such an absolute reality makes little sense.

For example, the absolute truth that is common to metaphysical realism is not an entirely

useful concept because it has no real content.

The trouble with Platonic notions (like truth) is not that they are ~wrong" but that
there is not a great deal to be said about them-specifically, there is no way to
"oaturalize~ them or otherwise connect them to the rest of inquiry, or culture, or
life.1

, Wittgenstein, PhHosophiW lm>estigations, p. 2, paragraph 1.

I Rotty, Philosophy and the Mirror ofNature, p. 311.
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As Rorty explains, these empty realist ootions lad to • host of philosophical problems and

anempted solutions that are empty u weD:

Those who wish to ground solidarity in objcc:tivity - caD them "realists" - have to
construe uuth as comspondeDce to reality. So they IDJ5t construct a metaphysics
which has room for a special re!ation betM:JeD beliefs and objects which will
differentiate true from false belie&. They must: argue that there are procedures of
justification of belief which arc IJlItUra1 IDd DOt merely local. So they must
construct an epistemology wbich has room for • kind ofjustification which is not
merely social but natural.'

Similar to Wittgenstein, Rorty holds that language is a form of life. a dynamic

ethnocentric suuctlUe that adapts itself to changing socio-economic demands and cannot be

senslbly separated from the world. On this view there is no reference to a mind-independent

reality and ultimately no metaphysical or permanent structure is represented by language.

Thus.. there is no reason to 'construct an epistemology' with the desire to accurately refer to

such a metaphysical structure.

Those woo wish to reduce objectivity to solidarity. call them "pragmatists" • do
not require either a metaphysics or an epistemology. They view truth as. in
William lames' Phrase. what is good for us to believe. So they do not need an
account ofa relation between beliefs and objects called 'correspondence,' nor an
account oflaunan cognitive abilities which ensures that our species is capable of
entering into that relation. lo

Ratty therefore takes the foundationalist content out oftenns like 'reality' and 'tnIth'

in the same way the later Wittgenstein does, by undermining the ideal picture of language that

, Rorty, Objectivity. Relativism. and Truth, p. 22.

10 Rarty, Objectivity, Re/atMsm, and Truth, p. 22.
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the central thesisofmetaphysical realism presupposes. Like WIttgenstein before him, Rorty

argues that language cannot refer to extra-tiDguiItic entities and, therefore, the metaphysical

realist concept. ofa ~indepc:ndent rea&ty is not that coherent or useful. And since the

other two secondlly theses of metaphysical. realism rest on the first, they are implicated in

Rorty's criticism here as well. Comequeotly, the Dotion that there is a final vocabulary that

can dcscnbc a miod-iDdependem: reality aDd the notion that knowledge of this reality is

achieved via a correspondence theory oftruth are lacking in sense and utility also.

2.3 RQRIT'S NONFOUNPAIIONALIST LANGUAGE

In Rorty's pragmatic accunts of language, meaning or truth cannot lie fixed in a

Janguage-.independent world waiting to be diJcovc:rtd ao:l accurately represented by language;

there is no language-independent world and therefore nothing to be represented in this

system. As Rorty writes of the realist:

He [the realist} thinks that, deep down beneath all the texts, there is something
which is not just one more text but that to which various texts are trying to be
-adequate. N The pragmatist does not think that there is anything like that. He
does not even think that there is anything isolatable as Nthe purposes which we
construct vocabularies and cultures to fulfill- against which to test vocabularies
and cultures. II

The real, says Rony, cannot be a fixed, language-independent world that language

mirrors, for language does nOl mirror. Consequently, there is nothing to be said about the

world in this regard. Language, according to Rorty, cannot be foundational, in the sense of

II Rorty, Consequences ofPragmatism, p. xxxvn.
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