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ABSTRACT: It is widely maintained that the ontological 
status of the research objects of the humanities is unclear 
in comparison to the ontology of the natural sciences. In 
what sense is humanistic research “about” elements of 
reality, such as the meanings of texts and other docu-
ments, or historical facts and events? This paper proposes, 
at a general and programmatic level, that a comprehen-
sive pragmatist philosophy of the humanities should be 
developed. In addition to clarifying the question of realism 
regarding the ontology and epistemology of the humani-
ties, such a pragmatist philosophy of the humanities could 
also significantly contribute to the on-going debates on 
the value and impact of the humanities. Some specific 
issues concerning exemplary sub-disciplines within the 
philosophy of the humanities, such as the philosophy of 
literary theory, the philosophy of historiography, and the 
philosophy of religious studies, will also be raised. 
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Introduction 
 
In this essay, I sketch a program for a pragmatist philosophy 

of the humanities, i.e., a philosophical account of the basic 

character, research objects, and general ontology of hu-

manistic inquiry from the perspective of pragmatism. Such a 

position cannot be formulated in a single paper, but I will 

offer a brief prolegomenon.1 My topic is wide-ranging, as I 

am proposing to examine the humanities in general, yet 

specific, because my articulation of the nature of the hu-

manities is based on pragmatism. More precisely, a pragma-

tist philosophy of the humanities should, I believe, build 

upon a specific “Kantian” version of pragmatism. 

As a concept naming a field of study, “philosophy of 

the humanities” is rarely encountered – at least in com-

parison to expressions such as “philosophy of physics”, 

                                                 
1 I am particularly delighted to be able to honor John Ryder’s 
philosophical career and many achievements with this modest 
contribution, as the topic of my paper touches (at least) two 
among his many interests: the tradition of pragmatism and 
pragmatic naturalism, as well as the development of academia 
and higher education. Pragmatist philosophy of the humanities 
might be articulated, in general terms, as an investigation of the 
relation between pragmatism (or pragmatic naturalism) and 
humanism; on this complex relation, see Ryder 2013, 287–295. 

“philosophy of biology”, or “philosophy of economics”. 

“Philosophy of social science” is, of course, a well-

established field, while “philosophy of the humanities” 

can hardly be regarded as such.2 As a first approxima-

tion, we may understand by “the philosophy of the 

humanities” the application of the problems, ideas, and 

arguments originally developed in general philosophy of 

science and theory of inquiry to humanistic inquiry in 

particular.3  

Moreover, insofar as the humanities must be de-

fended in global academia today, as many scholars seem 

to think,4 it may be argued that we need a philosophy of 

the humanities in order to ground and systematize our 

attempts to articulate and defend the nature and value 

of the humanities also in more practical contexts of 

academic life. Therefore, explorations in the philosophy 

of the humanities may serve “political” goals, too, 

though that is not an aim of this essay. My chief inten-

tion here is to sketch a philosophical approach for un-

derstanding more deeply what the humanities are 

about. Yet, it should be acknowledged that the humani-

ties may indeed seem to be in the need of a defense 

protecting them from both “external” and “internal” 

threats, including technocratic instrumentalism viewing 

all research in terms of practical utility, reductionist 

scientism considering only the fundamental physical 

sciences to be able to “limn the true and ultimate struc-

ture of reality” (quoting a phrase by W.V.O. Quine), and 

radical postmodern relativism, which might collapse the 

                                                 
2 Faye (2012) defends a “naturalistic reconstruction” of the hu-
manities. Leiden University hosts an MA program in the philos-
ophy of the humanities:  
https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/education/study-
programmes/master/philosophy-120ec/philosophy-of-
humanities.  
3 I am not providing any explicit definition of “the humanities” 
here; the boundary between the humanities and the social 
sciences (and other fields of inquiry) may be fuzzy, but this does 
not prevent academics from understanding very well what we 
mean by the humanities. Ostensively, we may characterize the 
humanities as whatever it is that people affiliated at faculties of 
arts as well as other relevant faculties, including law and theol-
ogy, are typically engaged in at universities all over the world. 
4 For a comprehensive report on the global status of humani-
ties, see Holm et al. 2015. While Holm and his colleagues dis-
cuss the nature and value of the humanities, their approach is 
not particularly philosophical. See also online resources on the 
humanities, such as the HERA (Humanities in the European 
Research Area) website: http://heranet.info/. 
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humanities “from within” by suggesting that there is no 

room for rational and critical scholarly discussion as 

everything – including the fundamental criteria of ra-

tional thought – is relative to interpretation, discourse, 

or historical circumstances. Pragmatism is, I argue, able 

to offer such a balanced defense, especially by taking 

seriously the ontology of humanistic scholarship. While 

my version of pragmatism does not explicitly follow John 

Ryder’s (2013) pragmatic naturalism, I see his project 

and mine in many ways congenial. 

The philosopher of the humanities need not directly 

engage in, say, the philosophy of art (or philosophy of 

literature), the philosophy of history, or the philosophy of 

religion. In relation to such sub-disciplines of philosophy, 

the philosophy of the humanities adopts a meta-level 

standpoint that is simultaneously more abstract and more 

concrete. It is more abstract in the sense that it does not 

directly ask what, e.g., literature, history, or religion are 

but more indirectly what, e.g., literary theorists, histori-

ans, and scholars of religion (qua humanistic scholars) are 

or ought to be doing when investigating the “reality” 

studied in their fields. Thus, philosophy of the humanities 

is concerned with the nature of literature, history, and 

religion qua objects of humanistic inquiry. It is also more 

concrete in the sense that it may examine the practices of 

humanistic disciplines themselves instead of abstract 

philosophical predefinitions of what such disciplines are 

“about”, aiming at an increased pragmatist understanding 

of the activities of the humanistic inquiries focusing on, 

say, literature, history, and religion. 

Thus, while the philosopher of art and literature may 

ask interesting questions about the nature of literary 

works, the philosopher of the humanities asks questions 

about the nature of the scholarship in literary theory and 

criticism that studies literary works. While the philoso-

pher of history may inquire into, say, historical progress 

and teleology (or the lack thereof) in the development of 

civilizations, philosophy of the humanities asks questions 

about the nature and object of historiography; the goal 

is not the interpretation of history but a philosophical 

interpretation of what is, or should be, going on in scho-

larly interpretations of history. Furthermore, instead of 

contributing to the philosophy of religion characterized 

by questions concerning, say, the nature of religious 

language or the relation between faith and reason, the 

philosopher of the humanities seeks to enhance our 

understanding of theology and religious studies as fields 

of inquiry into religion.  

 

Why Study the Philosophy of the Humanities? 
 

It is widely felt by scholars across the humanities that 

the humanistic disciplines constantly need to define and 

redefine themselves in the contemporary academy. 

Some fear that they may face the danger of being re-

duced to other (more obviously “relevant”) fields or 

narrowed down in the interest of practical applications 

and “useful knowledge”, and in many countries the 

resources of the humanities have been cut down. A 

major worry, in brief, is that the humanities may be 

losing their own “voice” in the academy, at least in com-

parison to their central position in traditional Hum-

boldtian universities. The impact of the humanities – in 

its different meanings and across different time scales – 

is thus constantly discussed, for good reasons. A prag-

matist analysis of the status, objects, aims, and value of 

the humanities may crucially enlighten these discussions 

and offer a novel way of accounting for the distinctive 

impact potential of the humanities. It is, moreover, 

important to study the humanities in general, as many of 

the problems concerning the humanistic disciplines are 

common to most or all of these fields, though we may 

also illustrate the pragmatist approach with reference to 

the three traditional areas of scholarship mentioned 

above, i.e., literary theory and criticism, history, and 

theology or religious studies.  

One source for the worry – perhaps primarily among 

humanistic scholars themselves – that the humanities are 

not taken sufficiently seriously as “sciences” might be the 

idea that the ontological status of the objects of research 

in the humanities is less clear than the ontological status 

of natural-scientific objects. The meanings of texts, for 
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instance, are (presumably) ontologically more obscure 

entities than electrons or genes. Therefore, a philosophi-

cal question concerning the existence of cultural entities 

as objects of inquiry needs to be posed. The philosophy of 

the humanities should focus on fundamental ontological 

and epistemic issues about the humanities, and I am 

suggesting that it should do so in a pragmatist context 

defined by the understanding of ontology itself as inelimi-

nably pragmatic (cf. Pihlström 2009). 

The pragmatic frameworks of humanistic inquiry man-

ifest remarkable differences in the ontological status of 

the objects of study within different fields of the humani-

ties. Literary theorists are concerned with works of litera-

ture and their meaningful structures, as well as, e.g., the 

representational relations they bear on historical and/or 

contemporary social and political issues, while historians 

examine what happened in the past, why it happened, 

and why something else did not happen. Theologians and 

religious studies scholars may investigate the meanings 

and representations present in religious documents, 

practices, and institutions from a variety of historical, 

textual, and systematic points of view. It is not clear that 

the ontological questions concerning the existence of 

these different types of entities – i.e., meanings in works 

of art, past events, and religious representations – are the 

same.5 Pragmatism proves useful in its ability to 

acknowledge not only the methodological but also the 

ontological pluralism of the research fields considered. 

Insofar as we have good philosophical reasons to believe 

in the reality of, say, literary meanings, historical events, 

or interpretive possibilities, our world is considerably 

richer than the world as seen from the perspective of the 

natural sciences merely. On the other hand, humanistic 

                                                 
5 Religious studies and theology are typically not directly con-
cerned with questions about the existence of supernatural or 
transcendent beings (which are, rather, a concern of religion 
itself); these fields need to operate within an ontology that may 
resemble both literary studies (meaningful textual structures) and 
history (past events), a cultural ontology, in short. A naturalist 
account of religion – based on, e.g., John Dewey’s non-reductive 
pragmatic naturalism (cf. also Ryder 2013; Pihlström 2013) – 
should critically investigate how exactly scholarly perspectives on 
religious practices and their practitioners’ experiences are related 
to religious worldviews themselves (see also several essays in 
Bagger 2018, especially Proudfoot 2018 and Davis 2018). 

inquiry ought to be compatible with a reasonably com-

prehensive natural-scientific picture of the world (cf. Faye 

2012; Ryder 2013). For example, the scholar of theology 

can by no means presuppose the existence of God or 

other religious “realities” that their objects of study – e.g., 

religious documents, dogmas, individual believers, or 

social groups – may postulate but must critically examine 

those postulations. Indeed, ontological postulations of 

various kinds – ways of thinking about the existence (or 

non-existence, as the case might be) of various types of 

entities – may themselves be among the objects of inquiry 

in the humanities. 

In a comprehensive philosophy of the humanities, 

the relations between humanistic scholarship and the 

“world” that scholarship aims at representing, under-

standing, and explaining are therefore complex, because 

this “world” also contains human beings’ (e.g., literary or 

religious) attempts to “know” something about the 

reality they (we) live in, and those cognitive pursuits 

themselves also need to be critically explored, in relation 

to the very attempt to study the philosophical founda-

tions of humanistic scholarship generally. This reflexive 

structure is nicely manifested in historiography, in par-

ticular: the writing of history is itself a historically evolv-

ing element of the historicity of human beings. What we 

need, then, is a philosophy of the humanities investigat-

ing the nature of our scholarly endeavors seeking to 

understand (e.g.) the literary, historical, and religious 

aspects of human beings’ “being-in-the-world” (to adopt 

a Heideggerian expression out of context) in their reflex-

ive complexity. Humanistic scholars seek to understand 

human practices that are themselves (purportedly) 

about the world, and the philosophical assessment of 

those practices necessarily includes an assessment of 

their successes and failures in this “aboutness”.  

 

Why Pragmatism? 
 

In comparison to the plethora of scholarship available 

on, e.g., the philosophy of historiography in general, 

specifically pragmatist contributions have been few and 
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far between. In the philosophy of historiography, Mor-

ton White (2002) invokes what he labels holistic pragma-

tism, and Joseph Margolis has written extensively on the 

“flux” of history.6 Furthermore, while Giles Gunn (2014, 

2017) proposes a pragmatist approach to the study of 

literature, probably the best-known pragmatist philoso-

pher of literary theory, and of the humanities generally, 

is Richard Rorty. His antirepresentationalist neopragma-

tism famously emphasizes the utter contingency of our 

historicity, especially the ways we speak about and 

conceptualize reality – in a sense extending a broadly 

“Kuhnian” understanding of the historicity of the devel-

opment of the sciences (cf. Kuhn 1970 [1962]) to philos-

ophy and human culture generally, proposing an 

“ironist” attitude to the contingency of even our most 

fundamental “final vocabularies” – while also creatively 

engaging with some of the most profound literary works 

of modern times (see Rorty 1989). However, whereas 

Rorty’s radical pragmatism certainly needs to be taken 

seriously by the pragmatist philosopher of the humani-

ties, it is not easy to find any systematic account of the 

humanities in his work. Furthermore, although there is 

also a lot of discussion available on pragmatism as ap-

plied to religion, in most cases this is primarily pragma-

tist philosophy of religion rather than pragmatist 

philosophy of theology and religious studies (see, how-

ever, Bagger 2018). 

However, pragmatism is considerably better suited 

to the task of philosophically understanding the nature 

and value of the humanities than, e.g., “pure” analytic 

philosophy, hermeneutics, or phenomenology, because 

the pragmatist tradition has developed a general theory 

of inquiry not restricted to either the natural sciences or 

the humanities (or any other specific field of inquiry). 

The concept of inquiry, as articulated by pragmatists, is 

                                                 
6 Special issues of European Journal of Pragmatism and Ameri-
can Philosophy and Journal of the Philosophy of History have 
recently been devoted to pragmatism in historiography, offer-
ing perspectives on both pragmatist classics’ views on history 
and the ways in which the methods of historiography might be 
developed along pragmatist lines (Gronda and Viola 2016; 
Kuukkanen et al. 2019). Margolis is among the contributors of 
the latter collection. 

extremely broad yet distinctive. Pragmatism provides 

philosophical tools for developing a general conception 

of rational inquiry applicable to humanistic inquiry in 

particular, and to investigating what is characteristic of 

such inquiry, without sacrificing the claims to objectivity 

and truth (pragmatically and humanly speaking) that 

must characterize any rational inquiry. 

Pragmatists, early and late, have formulated sophis-

ticated approaches to general epistemology and philos-

ophy of science integrating insights from both realism, 

affirming the mind- and theory-independence of reality 

as an object of research, and what we may call construc-

tivism, emphasizing the constitutive contribution of 

human practices of inquiry to the emergence of the 

objects of investigation.7 We may ask to what extent a 

pragmatic realism offering a middle path between 

strong realism and radical constructivism is available in 

the philosophy of the humanities. This basic issue entan-

gling pragmatism and realism can be tackled in a number 

of specific dimensions, potentially also leading to a care-

ful critical re-evaluation of the ways we think about, e.g., 

rationality, progress, and impact in the context of hu-

manistic inquiries.8 

Precisely in its attempt to integrate realism with con-

structivism, pragmatism is an inherently pluralistic phi-

losophy and therefore well equipped to take up the task 

of systematizing the structure of humanistic scholarship 

in a thoroughly anti-foundationalist framework recogniz-

ing the irreducible historicity of human culture, including 

our inquiries into that historicity. It is, we may argue, 

only within an overall pragmatist framework that we can 

avoid the opposite challenges of reductive naturalism or 

                                                 
7 See, e.g., several articles collected in Shook 2003; Frega 2011; 
Knowles and Rydenfelt 2011; Westphal 2014; and Pihlström 2017. 
8 It is one of the virtues of the pragmatist approach that the 
systematic entanglements of realism with other philosophical 
problems across the humanities (and other fields) can also be 
made explicit. Regarding scientific realism, I mostly rely on 
Niiniluoto 1999; for a pragmatistically informed account of 
scientific realism, see, however, Kitcher 2012. General discus-
sions of realism rarely specifically comment on the realism issue 
in the humanities. Realism has of course been intensively de-
bated in the philosophy of social science and its sub-fields, 
including philosophy of economics (see, e.g., Bhaskar 1979; 
Mäki 2005, 2007), but again pragmatism is usually not acknowl-
edged in those debates. 
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scientism (culminating in the view that cultural phenom-

ena are in the end “nothing over and above” natural or 

even physical phenomena, based on biological or even-

tually just physical contingencies and laws of nature)9 

and radical relativism or historicism (claiming that the 

humanities can reach no objectivity, or no realistic truth 

about their objects of study, because they are always 

open to multiple historically developing interpretive 

traditions).10 A pragmatist philosophy of the humanities 

should secure a critical middle path between these – and 

many other – implausible extremes. In this respect, my 

favorite brand of pragmatism, or pragmatic realism, 

shares, for example, Paisley Livingston’s (1988) project 

of defending (moderate) realism about literary theory – 

analogous to non-reductive scientific realism – though 

unfortunately Livingston makes no reference whatsoev-

er to pragmatism. Pragmatism could even emerge as a 

sine qua non of a successful account of realism in the 

philosophy of the humanities, insofar as a plausible form 

of realism avoiding the pitfalls of both reductionism and 

radical relativism can, arguably, in the end be developed 

only on pragmatist grounds.11  

Furthermore, the pragmatist philosopher of the hu-

manities focusing on the ontology and epistemology of 

the humanities – and the realism issue largely defining 

that focus – can suggest, in striking contrast to many 

neopragmatists’ (e.g., Rorty’s) anti-metaphysical charac-

terizations of pragmatism, that pragmatism ought to be 

developed in the philosophy of the humanities in an 

ontologically serious manner (cf. Pihlström 2009). Ontol-

ogy is relevant here not despite pragmatism but because 

                                                 
9 In the critique of scientism and reductionism, pragmatism may 
of course find allies from philosophical approaches not based 
on pragmatism. For insightful critical examinations of the prob-
lems of scientism and for defenses of a more pluralistic under-
standing of humanity, see, e.g., Sorell 1991 and Dupré 2001. 
10 The concept of relativism itself needs to be specified from a 
pragmatist point of view. There are very different relativisms – 
e.g., conceptual and epistemic – available, and for the pragma-
tist philosophy of the humanities it is vital to study in detail 
which of them may be benign and which ones need to be firmly 
abandoned.  
11 Properly arguing for this strong claim would only be possible 
as a result of a far more comprehensive undertaking, though; as 
noted earlier, here I can only provide a prolegomenon to a 
properly pragmatist philosophy of the humanities. 

of it – and this insight is crucial for developing an under-

standing of pragmatism itself that avoids the naïve con-

ception of pragmatism as a merely instrumental 

philosophy of “useful consequences”. 

One of the main reasons why we need a unified phi-

losophy of the humanities is, indeed, that the ontological 

status of the objects of inquiry in the humanities remains 

unclear. My pragmatist proposal here emphasizes the 

role played by the valuational activities of humanistic 

inquirers in the constitution of their objects of study. 

Pragmatist metaphysics generally takes very seriously 

the valuational perspectives from which ontologies are 

constituted. We human beings – in particular, in our role 

as inquirers, both in the humanities and more generally 

– “select” the objects we focus our attention on, and this 

purposive selection is ontologically relevant. No object 

of study comes “ready-made” to us; the inquirer needs 

to be active in constituting the object of inquiry in order 

for that inquiry to be so much as possible. This is particu-

larly clear in the philosophy of history, for example, 

where it can be argued that the historian selects past 

events that are worth examining on the basis of her/his 

scholarly interests and values.12 But the same holds for 

any inquiry, even to the extent that all fields of inquiry 

can be regarded as “human sciences” in the sense of 

being based on values (cf., e.g., Putnam 1981, 2002; 

Margolis 1995). 

However, it is a fundamental insight of pragmatic re-

alism that this value-embeddedness of our inquiries 

does not entail that, say, historiography could be re-

duced to writing something like imaginative literary 

narratives (cf. Hayden White 1973). We cannot deny the 

dimension of realistic objectivity to our inquiries that are 

themselves value-laden and interest-driven processes 

but nevertheless aim at humanly speaking objective 

knowledge about elements of the real world that we 

                                                 
12 When speaking of values, I intend that notion to be taken in a 
broad sense, in principle including not only ethical but also epis-
temic and aesthetic values. Pragmatist theory of values and 
valuation is an important field in its own right, but cannot be 
engaged in here in any detail. White’s (2002) holistic pragmatism 
applies this valuational view to the constitution of historical facts. 
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may (within our valuational practices themselves) regard 

as existing independently of the inquirers’ minds and 

theories. Pragmatism, in short, is the only philosophy of 

inquiry that is able to maintain sufficiently robust realism 

and objectivity while acknowledging the irreducibly 

valuational nature of inquiry. Moreover, pragmatists 

have from early on insisted on the need to investigate 

values rationally, critically, and objectively; values are 

not to be reduced to mere subjective preferences but 

are themselves subject to pragmatically conducted 

rational inquiry (see, e.g., Putnam 2002, 2016). Values, in 

short, are among the objects to be rationally investigat-

ed within the humanities. 

Pragmatism, by offering us a plausible general phi-

losophy of inquiry – not only of scientific inquiry but 

inquiry as an element of human life and societies in 

general – with smooth transitions between the philoso-

phy of science, ethics, metaphysics, the philosophy of 

religion, and other fields, differs from, say, phenomenol-

ogy or hermeneutics in not being restricted to analyzing 

human experience and humanistic understanding. 

Pragmatism, rather, synthesizes, unites, and integrates 

realism with relativism and constructivism, explanation 

with understanding, and natural causes with normative 

reasons and values – thus overcoming dichotomies that 

have been taken to be fundamental to the distinction 

between the sciences and the humanities, viz., dichoto-

mies that other philosophical accounts of science and 

the humanities usually rely on instead of transcending. 

Furthermore, pragmatism is able to appreciate both the 

relative autonomy of philosophy itself (i.e., its irreduci-

bility to any special humanistic disciplines) and the con-

tinuity between philosophy and the special disciplines, 

both natural and human sciences. 

As the pragmatist typically understands ontology gen-

erally in relation to human practices structured by their 

interests and goals, guiding the relevance criteria needed 

for anything whatsoever to be capable of being regarded 

as real, we may say that to be real is to be practice-

embeddedly considered real for definite pragmatic pur-

poses within normatively guided practices of inquiry. The 

relation between natural (material) reality and humanly 

created cultural reality can, then, be plausibly examined 

within the pragmatist framework that recognizes the 

plurality of human interests and practices – much more 

plausibly than within monistic philosophies privileging 

some particular viewpoint (e.g., narrowly conceived ana-

lytic philosophy, phenomenology, or hermeneutics).13 

Pragmatism, therefore, also provides us with a uniquely 

plausible account of why and how we need to be (ethical-

ly, valuationally) committed to the pursuit of truth also in 

the humanities, in which pursuing the truth may be much 

more deeply controversial than, e.g., the truth-seeking 

methods of the natural sciences are. This controversiality 

is not a sign of the “immaturity” of the humanities as 

“sciences” but follows from their character as precisely 

the kind of value-laden practices they are. Pragmatism can 

make sense of this value-ladenness in the pursuit of truth, 

because it starts from an understanding of any human 

activity as a value-driven practice.  

I have referred to pragmatism in an extremely general 

manner, without specifying the kind of pragmatism I am 

proposing for the philosophy of the humanities. The 

pragmatist philosophy of the humanities need not be 

firmly based on any single pragmatist classic’s views. The 

historical canon of the tradition, running from the late 19th 

and early 20th century founding figures Peirce, James, and 

Dewey via mediating thinkers such as Jane Addams, C. I. 

Lewis, and Sidney Hook to later pragmatists including 

Putnam, Rorty, White, Margolis, Hans Joas, and Susan 

Haack, and all the way to contemporary pragmatism 

scholarship in its multidisciplinary variety, not only pro-

vides ample resources for philosophical explorations of 

the humanities but is full of tensions. I will next very brief-

ly explicate my own commitment to pragmatism in this 

context by outlining just one major aspect of the pragma-

tist philosophy of the humanities I am proposing: “Kanti-

an” (transcendental) pragmatism, yielding a specific view 

on the relation between pragmatism and realism.  

                                                 
13 However, I am not proposing pragmatism as a rival to these 
philosophies. Rather, a critical dialogue on the abilities of all 
these approaches to sustain a critical philosophy of the humani-
ties ought to be encouraged. 
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“Kantian Pragmatism” and Pragmatic Realism 
 

Particularly in the interest of articulating the value-

ladenness of the ontologies of humanistic inquiry, we 

should, I believe, develop a “Kantian” version of pragma-

tism, locating the roots of pragmatism – both historically 

and in a more systematic-argumentative sense – in 

Kantian critical philosophy. According to such a tran-

scendental pragmatism, our purpose-driven human 

practices provide contextually necessary (transcenden-

tal) conditions for the possibility of the kinds of entities 

postulated within them.14 Roughly, our participation in 

shared practices – or what Ludwig Wittgenstein called 

the human “form of life” – takes the role of the Kantian 

transcendental self in the process of world-constitution. 

The objects of inquiry, including humanistic inquiry, are 

only possible within value-laden practices of inquiry, 

analogously to the way in which the objects of cognition 

are, according to Kant, necessarily constituted by the 

transcendental features of our cognitive faculty (i.e., 

space and time as forms of pure intuition, and the cate-

gories, or the pure concepts of the understanding). 

This is not to suggest that a quasi-Kantian transcen-

dental articulation of pragmatism could be uncritically 

assumed when developing a pragmatist philosophy of 

the humanities. On the contrary, it is important to criti-

cally examine how far this form of pragmatism is able to 

function as a comprehensive philosophy of the humani-

ties. The choice to integrate Kantian critical philosophy 

with pragmatism should itself be regarded as a contro-

versial hypothesis to be tested by its success in formulat-

ing a plausible overall philosophy of the humanities. If a 

comprehensive philosophical account of the humanities 

                                                 
14 Obviously, the term “transcendental” must be understood in 
its strictly Kantian meaning here. Many pragmatists – including 
classics like James and Dewey – have notoriously confused the 
transcendental with the transcendent. In brief, a transcendental 
investigation inquires into the necessary conditions for the 
possibility of something that we take for granted within our 
practices (e.g., linguistic meaning or cognitive experience); 
transcendent speculation goes beyond the limits set by such 
conditions. For a pragmatist who in a general naturalistic spirit 
avoids any commitment to the transcendent, it is perfectly fine 
to engage in transcendental argumentation concerning such 
conditions and limits. See further Pihlström 2020, 2021. 

can be based on transcendental pragmatism, this will 

yield an important meta-level (pragmatic) argument for 

the plausibility of such pragmatism.15  

No matter how the (transcendental) pragmatist de-

velops the ontology of human history and culture in 

more detail, the key idea in this kind of pragmatism is 

that the historical and/or interpretive existence (reality) 

of cultural entities and structures, including meanings 

and meaningful human actions, is only possible within 

our historicized, always already interpretively structured 

contexts of practices of inquiry. For example, past ob-

jects and events are not (“for us”) “there” in a “ready-

made” form independently of our historically developing 

practices, but they are possible for us as objects of his-

torical and interpretive study only in such contexts. A 

crucial pragmatist insight now is that those contexts 

themselves, qua historical, also point toward the future, 

manifesting our purposive habits of action and their 

interests, values, and goals. For the pragmatist, then, 

even historical truth is not merely “backward-looking” 

but “forward-looking”, as we have to evaluate all our 

commitments to historical interpretation in terms of 

their potentially serving human interests and values 

(very broadly conceived) whose ultimate aim always lies 

in ameliorating our future actions and practices. The 

objectivity of historical and cultural phenomena is not 

reducible to the paradigm of objectivity drawn from the 

natural sciences and the objects they deal with (e.g., 

natural laws and mind-independent theoretical entities). 

Examining history as “transcendental”, in a prag-

matic and historicized sense, we may also ask whether 

history – our historicized human condition – “makes us” 

or whether we “make” (or “make up”) history. Are we 

ourselves, as historical beings, possible only within a 

transcendental context of history, or is the pragmatist 

equivalent of the transcendental subject not only an 

                                                 
15 The two pragmatists whose work is particularly relevant to 
the philosophy of the humanities, Morton White and Joseph 
Margolis, cannot be regarded as “Kantian” pragmatists in my 
sense. Yet, both White’s holistic pragmatism and Margolis’s 
historicism can, suitably interpreted, be accommodated within 
a broadly conceived transcendental pragmatism. 
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actor in history but the metaphysical “maker” of history? 

We need to be able to answer, “both”.16 History is tran-

scendental in the sense that historicity is a necessary 

condition for the possibility of any human relationship to 

the world – epistemic, ethical, political, educational, or 

whatever. For us, there is no way of being outside histo-

ry (see Olsen 2013). Yet, we are the agents of our histo-

ry, not only in the sense that history is the history of 

human beings but also in the transcendental sense that 

there can be no historical truths or facts independently 

of our interest- and value-relative pragmatic choices 

directing the focus of historical inquiries into such truths 

and facts. 

Only a transcendental pragmatism can, I believe, se-

cure such an interplay of robustly transcendental and 

pragmatically naturalized and historicized stances. How-

ever, this pragmatic account of history does not entail, 

say, Paul A. Roth’s (2020) “irrealism” or constructivism, 

according to which historical facts are “made” by histori-

ans’ imaginative theorization and constructive activities, 

just as Putnam’s (1981) pragmatic realism (or what he 

used to call “internal realism” in the 1980s) does not 

entail Nelson Goodman’s (1978) irrealist, radically plural-

istic theory of “worldmaking”, according to which we 

“make” a plurality of (actual) worlds by using our symbol 

systems. 

Accordingly, no sane pragmatist will deny realism al-

together – either in the sciences or in the humanities. A 

reasonable form of pragmatic realism needs to be dis-

tinguished both from strong realism committed to a 

“ready-made” world existing with its own pre-cate-

gorized ontological structure and from radical antireal-

isms, such as thoroughgoing relativism and/or construc-

tivism denying the theory-independent reality of any 

objects of study (in their radical form even in the natural 

                                                 
16 In Putnam’s (1981) phrase, “the mind and the world jointly 
make up the mind and the world”. Something similar, yet 
slightly more specific, is the main content of my claim about our 
practices of humanistic inquiry “making” their objects possible. 
Nelson Goodman’s (1978) constructivist (arguably implicitly 
neopragmatist) theory of “worldmaking” is also relevant here, 
though it goes too far into the constructivist direction, giving up 
even moderate realism (even about the natural world). 

sciences). On the other hand, whether these notions 

characterizing the discourse on scientific realism are as 

appropriate in the humanistic context as in general 

philosophy of science also needs to be investigated 

further; it can be expected that a pragmatist perspective 

yields a balanced assessment of the relevance of what-

ever is the analogy of scientific realism to be developed 

to account for the humanities. As pragmatists have been 

able to defend plausible and sophisticated accounts of 

pragmatic realism in general epistemology and philoso-

phy of science, it is a major future task for pragmatist 

philosophers of the humanities to investigate how far 

these conceptions may be applied to the philosophy of 

the humanities. 

How should we, then, characterize the ontological 

status of the objects postulated in humanistic research? 

While the natural sciences study (according to scientific 

realism) objects, processes, and laws existing and obtain-

ing in the natural world, independently of the human 

mind and of scientific concepts and theories, and while 

the social sciences seek to explain and understand hu-

manly created social reality, such as social structures and 

institutions, it may be suggested that the humanities 

primarily examine humanly created meaningful and 

representational objects (e.g., texts and historical docu-

ments) and their historically contextual meanings. How-

ever, as already indicated, scholarship in the humanities 

also in a sense focuses on other portions of reality, viz., 

things and events that those documents themselves may 

represent, such as historical events. Thus, for example, a 

historian may examine archival documents and by using 

them ask (and answer) questions about the historical 

events those documents represent. Accordingly, the 

“object” of research is not simply the document, nor 

simply the event the document may be thought to (accu-

rately or non-accurately) represent, but this representa-

tional relation itself, including its purported accuracy. 

The question concerning what the humanities are actual-

ly “about” is therefore complex: humanistic inquiry may 

be “about” historical and meaningful objects and events, 

but also “about” (the meanings of) documents that 
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purportedly themselves refer to such objects and events, 

and those representational links. The challenge is to 

develop a pragmatic realism finding that representation-

ality itself as a real object of study in the humanities. 

To provide another example, literary criticism may fo-

cus on the way a historical novel represents both historical 

reality and fictional characters, which makes the ontologi-

cal status of the objects of interpretation rather complex. 

The question about the objects of humanistic inquiry is 

intrinsically related to the question about realism and 

truth: in what sense exactly are these objects, including 

literary meanings, or events and actions in our human 

past, or religious doctrines manifested in institutionalized 

practices, “real” – and thus potentially available for true or 

false scholarly representation? My general proposal is that 

the pragmatist about humanities should take a basically 

realistic attitude to the ontological postulations of human-

istic theorization, in the same spirit of pragmatic realism in 

which s/he approaches the realism issue in general phi-

losophy of science. 

A pragmatic realism about the humanities accom-

modates the mind-dependent yet qualified theory-

independent existence of theoretical objects and the 

truth-aptness of the relevant theoretical discourses 

within the overall context of the value-ladenness of all 

inquiry and ontology. Realism prevails – but this is not, 

for the pragmatist, any metaphysical realism committed 

to the task of uncovering the privileged (“ready-made”) 

ontological structure of the world as it is in itself, but a 

form of realism that pragmatically conceptualizes any 

ontological commitments made within human practices 

of inquiry as based on valuational constitutive activities 

of inquiry. A plausible pragmatic realism takes seriously 

the ontological autonomy and irreducibility of human 

culture as an objectively existing, albeit never “ready-

made”, reality to be investigated in the humanities.  

We may argue for pragmatic realism about the hu-

manities by elimination: both overly strong metaphysical 

realism (assuming a “ready-made world”) and radical 

relativism (constructivism, irrealism) lead to implausible 

or absurd conceptions of the humanities. Either the 

(human) world becomes ultimately inaccessible due to 

its being ready-made and hence completed and “closed” 

in its fundamental non-perspectival ontological structure 

(metaphysical realism), or it becomes both ontologically 

and epistemically unstructured and arbitrary, with no 

rational criteria constraining the diverse shapes it may 

take from a potentially unlimited number of perspec-

tives (irrealism). This eliminative argument for the plau-

sible middle ground position has its roots in the tradition 

of pragmatism itself, because pragmatism has at least 

since James’s Pragmatism (1907) been regarded as a 

critical middle path between various extreme options 

(not only realism and antirealism but also, say, empiri-

cism and rationalism), and in the Kantian tradition, be-

cause the argument can also be considered transcen-

dental: pragmatism emerges as a necessary condition for 

the possibility of achieving knowledge about the human 

world by means of humanistic practices of inquiry.17 

 
Conclusion 
 

I have merely sketched a program of developing a prag-

matist philosophy of the humanities. Far more detailed 

                                                 
17 My own version of pragmatic realism (cf. also Pihlström 2020, 
2021) is presumably most deeply indebted, in addition to James 
and the other classical pragmatists, to Putnam’s (e.g., 1981, 
1990, 2016) struggles with realism over the decades. Putnam, 
however, never seems to have explicitly (apart from scattered 
remarks here and there) applied either his “internal realism” 
(his view in the 1980s) or his later versions of pragmatic realism 
to the humanities. Yet, a “Putnamian” conception of pragmatic 
realism in the philosophy of the humanities acknowledges that 
scholarly fields like literary theory and criticism, historiography, 
and theology and religious studies may postulate – as real 
objects of inquiry – such things as, say, interpretive possibilities 
and potential meanings of texts. Putnam’s internal realism 
(pragmatic realism) emphasizes pluralism in ontology by admit-
ting even objects like texts and their meanings among the “real 
things” there are in the world, as objects of inquiry. Indeed, 
Putnam (2004, 82–84) argues that there is “something mad” in 
the scientistic view that things like “passages which are difficult 
to interpret” do not exist. However, I have suggested that we 
need, pace Putnam, a Kantian-inspired transcendental account 
for such realism: pragmatic constructivism (emphasizing the 
human-made world) functions at the transcendental level, 
enabling “first-order” realism about the objects whose postula-
tion is made possible by our engagement in practices of inquiry. 
Mere pluralism in ontology, however pragmatic, is insufficient 
without a transcendental account of how the plurality of our 
ontological postulations is possible within our goal-directed 
practices of inquiry. The fundamental pragmatic question is 
always how ontological postulations serve our human needs 
and interests. 
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pragmatist work on the sub-disciplines of this field – e.g., 

pragmatist philosophy of literary theory, of historiog-

raphy, and of theology and religious studies – is needed, 

and various topics not discussed in this paper, such as 

questions concerning the criteria of rationality and the 

problem of relativism in interpretation, must be ex-

plored. I have only generally suggested that there are 

resources in the pragmatist tradition to be utilized in a 

project like this. The only problem I have focused on in 

some detail, albeit at a general level, is the one con-

cerning realism and the ontology of humanistic inquiry. 

The pragmatist philosopher of the humanities should 

appreciate the diversity of the issues of realism in the 

different fields of philosophy, while insisting on the need 

to systematically investigate the realism question in the 

humanities. The particular aspects of realism and its alter-

natives to be examined include, e.g., realism as applied to 

interpretive possibilities and problems as real objects of 

humanistic inquiry, with a variety of more specific articula-

tions in the philosophy of literary theory and criticism, of 

historiography, and of theology and religious studies. The 

pragmatist should propose specifically pragmatist ways of 

dealing with such realism issues. My version of pragmatist 

philosophy of the humanities suggests that it is precisely 

this kind of pragmatic realism that needs to be given a 

Kantian-like transcendental articulation. Pragmatic con-

structivism insisting on the human-made character of the 

world of objects studied by our humanistic inquiries thus 

operates at the transcendental level enabling us to main-

tain realism about the “first-order” level of inquiry.18 
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