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Pragmatism, a philosophical movement originating in the United States in the late
19th century, has had a significant impact on various fields of study, including
philosophy, psychology, and logic. Two pairs of philosophers, Charles Sanders
Peirce and William James, followed by Frank Ramsey and Ludwig Wittgenstein,
played crucial roles in shaping the evolution of pragmatism. This article takes you
on a captivating journey through the development of pragmatism, exploring the
contributions and philosophies of each pair.

The Birth of Pragmatism: Peirce and James

At the core of pragmatism lies the belief that the meaning of concepts and
theories should be determined by their practical consequences. Charles Sanders
Peirce, often considered the founder of pragmatism, proposed a pragmatic
maxim that advocated linking ideas and actions directly. According to Peirce, the
truth of a notion can be understood by examining its effects on our beliefs and
actions.
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Peirce's contemporary and fellow pragmatist, William James, further developed
this concept by emphasizing the importance of subjective experience. James
believed that truth could not be separated from human experience and that
beliefs should be evaluated based on their practicality and their impact on
individuals' lives. He argued that the value of a belief lies in its ability to guide
actions and produce desirable outcomes.

Together, Peirce and James laid the groundwork for pragmatism, establishing its
fundamental principles and emphasizing the practical nature of truth and
knowledge. Their ideas set the stage for future thinkers to build upon and refine
their perspectives.

Pragmatism Revisited: Ramsey and Wittgenstein

Although pragmatism gained initial popularity in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, it experienced a revival in the mid-20th century through the work of
Frank Ramsey and Ludwig Wittgenstein.

Frank Ramsey, an influential philosopher and mathematician, contributed to the
evolution of pragmatism by introducing the concept of "instrumentalism."
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Instrumentalism suggests that theories are mere tools for predicting and
explaining the world, rather than reflecting ultimate truths. Ramsey's
instrumentalism resonated with the pragmatic notion of focusing on practical
consequences, rather than abstract metaphysical claims.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, heavily influenced by the pragmatist thinkers, integrated
pragmatism into his later philosophical works. He rejected the idea of a fixed,
definite essence for concepts, arguing that their meanings are determined by
their usage within a community. Wittgenstein emphasized the importance of
language and its context in understanding the meaning of concepts.

Wittgenstein's pragmatic approach represented a departure from his earlier, more
formal logical work and marked an important milestone in the evolution of
pragmatism. He shifted the focus from metaphysics to language and ordinary
everyday practices, aligning with the core tenets of pragmatism.

The Comparative Impact and Legacy of Each Pair

Peirce and James, as the pioneering pragmatists, left a remarkable legacy by
inspiring future philosophers and contributing to various fields. Their emphasis on
the practicality and utility of beliefs influenced the development of pragmatic
psychology and philosophy of science.

While Peirce's work laid the foundation for future developments, it was William
James who sparked broader public interest in pragmatism. James' philosophical
writings, particularly his book "Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of
Thinking," introduced pragmatism to a wider audience. His ideas resonated with
many, leading to the inception of debates and discussions around pragmatism's
implications in society.



Similarly, the contributions of Ramsey and Wittgenstein revived pragmatism,
reshaping its contours and reinforcing its relevance. Ramsey's instrumentalism
provided a practical approach to theories, aligning with the core ideals of
pragmatism. Wittgenstein's shift in focus towards everyday language and
practices broadened the scope of pragmatism, making it applicable to a wider
range of human experiences.

Together, these two pairs of thinkers have guided the development and
expansion of pragmatism, leaving an indelible mark on various disciplines.
Pragmatism continues to be a vibrant area of philosophical inquiry and remains
relevant in contemporary debates surrounding truth, knowledge, and the practical
consequences of beliefs.

The journey from Peirce and James to Ramsey and Wittgenstein showcases the
evolving nature of pragmatism, highlighting its adaptability and far-reaching
influence. Through their conceptual frameworks, these philosophers shaped the
understanding of truth, knowledge, and the significance of practical
consequences in evaluating beliefs.

As pragmatism continues to evolve and address contemporary challenges, it is
essential to retrace its historical trajectory and appreciate the contributions of its
pioneers. Peirce, James, Ramsey, and Wittgenstein each played vital roles in the
development of pragmatism, and their philosophies resonate with various aspects
of human experience. By understanding their ideas, we can gain insights into the
practical dimensions of truth and knowledge that continue to shape our
understanding of the world.
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Cheryl Misak offers a strikingly new view of the development of philosophy in the
twentieth century. Pragmatism, the home-grown philosophy of America, thinks of
truth not as a static relation between a sentence and the believer-independent
world, but rather, a belief that works. The founders of pragmatism, Peirce and
James, developed this idea in more (Peirce) and less (James) objective ways.

The standard story of the reception of American pragmatism in England is that
Russell and Moore savaged James's theory, and that pragmatism has never fully
recovered. An alternative, and underappreciated, story is told here. The brilliant
Cambridge mathematician, philosopher and economist, Frank Ramsey, was in
the mid-1920s heavily influenced by the almost-unheard-of Peirce and was
developing a pragmatist position of great promise. He then transmitted that
pragmatism to his friend Wittgenstein,
although had Ramsey lived past the age of 26 to see what Wittgenstein did with
that position, Ramsey would not have like what he saw.
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