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Some Trends in Contemporary Western
Philosophy: Realism & Pragmatism
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Abstract: Ever since the last few years of the nineteenth century language has been a preoccupation of
philosophers in the West, but there is little agreement on the best way to understand it. In contemporary writing
the issue often crystallizes around a debate between “representationalism”, sometimes called “realism” or
“referentialism”, on the one hand, and “pragmatism” or “expressivism” on the other hand. Representationalists
or realists claim that we use language to refer to things and their properties, or to represent states of affairs
and facts. These platitudes seem to be plausible, but in fact they are shallow: they fail to explain many things
such as: how words can refer to imaginary non-existing entities, such as Lilliput; how words can refer to
abstract objects, such as numbers; how words can refer to unobservable things like obligation. Even “reference”
itself is a misleading notion, because it makes it sound as though here we have one thing—a word—and here
we have another—a bit of the world—and that there is a simple way the one “mirrors” the other. Similar
misleading notions include representation, truth, fact, etc. We can adopt a more fruitful account, a pragmatist
or representationalist account, according to which, we need to understand our activities with words first, and
only when we have done this will we understand language. The numeral “7” seems to refer to the number 7,
but we use it, fundamentally to describe the size of sets of things or to count. Words like “obligation” look like
standing for some abstract, mysterious “things”, but they are actually used as parts of our ways of expressing
how we want our social activities to be conducted. They are essentially practical, and to be understood in terms
of practice. According to pragmatism, the ban on mentioning possibilia (or similarly chances, laws, norms etc.)
in the “perspicuous representation” of what we do separates the approach from any kind of realism. It ensures
that the perspicuous view is not one that imagines a kind of “impact” from outside (aspects of the world)
to our minds, but one in which our activities are responsible for our talking in the ways we do. Our doings
with language are not to be described (as we give our iibersichtliche Darstellung) in terms of representation,
description, truth, and fact, but in such terms as “the language game of giving and asking for reasons”. We
might expect that reference, representation, facts and truths could be happily reintroduced once the heavy-duty
theorizing is over. We can happily and freely talk about values, duties, rights, possibilities, chances, etc., and say
that many statements about them are true. This freedom could be nothing but a gain for pragmatism. It would

free it from being the target of jokes.
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