BOOK REVIEW

Krzysztof Piotr Skowroński, ed. Practicing Philosophy as Experiencing Life: Essays on American Pragmatism. Brill. 2015. 132 + xiv pp. ISBN 9789004301986 (paperback).
Practicing Philosophy as Experiencing Life: Essays on American Pragmatism is a recent collection of essays edited by Krzysztof Piotr Skowroński. The essays, taken individually, are fascinating, but the pieces do not speak to each other enough to feel like a coherent volume. I say this not to criticize the volume, but rather to explain the form this review takes. Instead of discussing the volume in general terms, I have opted for a summary of each article. 
In John Lachs’s contribution, “The Obligations of Philosophers,” he asks about the obligations philosophers incur by taking material support from the public. In other words, what ought we to do to earn our checks?  While many might think that philosophers’ professional obligations are exhausted by mentoring students and going to faculty meetings, Lachs has a longer list. These range from the banal and too opt-repeated adage to avoid jargon to more tendentious claims to resist communism to more interesting suggestions. For instance, Lachs urges philosophers to be fallibilists, to acknowledge the freedom we exercise in conceptualizing, and acting in, the world, and to display the courage “to speak up when central values are in danger” (p. 8). No doubt, these obligations tug on one another. (If the world does not dictate how it is to be conceptualized, we cannot be wrong about our preferred conceptualizations, so why should we be fallibilists about these?  If we are fallibilists about our value judgments, why should we ever act as though we are certain that a value has been wrongly threatened and requires our defense?)  Though such tensions may be ineliminable, Lachs is surely right that navigating them is essential for being a good philosopher. Whether one likes his specific answers or not, Lachs poses an important question. What should philosophers do to earn their keep?  In an age when philosophy is endangered within the academy, this question has perhaps never had more relevance.
“Prolegomena to Pragmatist Conception of the Good Life” is Emil Višňovský’s contribution to the volume. Though the article gets off to a slow start, mentioning – not really probing – lots of well-known views about the good life and the good society, Višňovský ends the article on a high note, articulating a pragmatist vision of the good life, one that is “flexible, imaginative, pluralistic, anti-dogmatic and non-hedonistic” (p. 28). While I found this vision quite compelling, I also found myself wondering at the end: If this is the pragmatist vision, in what sense is Višňovský’s text a prolegomenon?  Prolegomena are expository preludes to a longer discussion. On Višňovský’s view, however, pragmatists will not have any general, pre-packaged prescriptions on how to live, so there should be no tome or treatise for which his remarks serve as introduction. A pragmatist treatise on the good life is a contradiction in terms. This wrinkle aside, Višňovský offers an attractive vision of how to pursue the good life, a vision that is strongly rooted in both classical and more contemporary pragmatist thought.
Why, in American thought, have people traditionally understood philosophy as a way of life, and not as a subject for detached, academic study?  That question animates Kenneth W. Stikkers’s contribution, “Practicing Philosophy in the Experience of Living: Philosophy as a Way of Life in the American Philosophical Tradition.”  Stikkers ventures two answers. First, he argues that, throughout American thought from Puritanism to pragmatism, one finds a different ontological framework than one finds in Europe, and he further suggests that this difference enabled American thinkers to resist Europe’s epistemology-centered view of philosophy, which goes hand-in-hand with the “philosophy as subject” view. Second, Stikkers points to a long history of American philosophy being practiced beyond the academy. The experience of non-academic philosophy militated against the “philosophy as subject” conception and commended the “philosophy as way of life” conception. The most fascinating part of the article comes in giving examples of philosophy outside the academy. There, Stikkers draws upon W. E. B. Du Bois and Jane Addams. These passages stand out because they offer suggestions about how to orient contemporary philosophical practice. From Du Bois, we get the suggestion that intellectuals must shine a light on the stories and musings of the marginalized in order to make progress in thinking about moral and political philosophy. I take this to imply that philosophers from within the contemporary academy must do more than aim not to exclude; they must positively aim to include marginalized voices. Moral and political philosophy will suffer otherwise. From Addams’s work, we get the suggestion that we should be more sympathetic in dealing with interlocutors. This is a lesson for everyone when we have difficult conversations, whether these conversations populate the pages of academic journals or populate our social media feeds.
In “Classical American Pragmatism: Practicing Philosophy as Experiencing and Improving Life,” Jacquelyn Ann K. Kegley continues the discussion of Du Bois and Addams. Kegley begins her contribution discussing Josiah Royce, William James, and John Dewey, focusing on these thinkers’ conceptions of individual-community interaction. For this trio of thinkers, the ideal interaction yields neither rugged individualists who are selfish and forgetful of their debts to society nor homogeneous communities that inhibit individuals’ “originality, self-will, [and] contrast” (p. 66). When Kegley turns to Du Bois and Addams, she does so to showcase thinker-activists who sought to create the conditions of possibility for ideal individual-community interaction. Creating these conditions has epistemic and practical dimensions. On the epistemic side, Du Bois and Addams both gave voice to marginalized people, on the theory that the downtrodden are best positioned to see how society falls short of the ideal. On the practical side, Kegley discusses how Du Bois and Addams joined forces to create the NAACP, an organization that did much to advance the cause of racial justice. The great strength of Kegley’s article is how it offers an inspiring vision of philosophy, philosophy that enriches the mind and mends the world.

“The Problem of Evil and Pragmatic Recognition” is Sami Pilhström’s powerful contribution to the volume. Pilhström argues that theodicist responses to the problem of evil all suffer from a practical mistake: a failure of recognition. Essentially, those who seek to justify the profound suffering that some have faced fail to recognize the sufferers as sufferers. Perhaps the theodicists can recognize the sufferers as interlocutors who have a different view to advance, but, as Pilhström notes, that is not the same as recognizing them as sufferers, sufferers for whom theodicies are disrespectful. Pilhström’s article concludes in aporia, voicing worries about the possibility of recognition or philosophy at all “after Auschwitz”
 (p. 99). In this way, the article exudes an ethical sensibility that contemporary philosophy often lacks, and it exemplifies philosophy as an activity that traffics in the problems of ordinary people and in a manner that meets them where they are.
How humanist is Rorty’s philosophical enterprise?  That is the orienting question of the final contribution to the volume, Skowroński’s “Richard Rorty’s Neopragmatist Philosophy as a Kind of Humanism.”  Skowroński argues that Rorty’s thought expresses a version of humanism, albeit inconsistently. Skowroński has several names for Rorty’s brand of humanism, such as “anthropocentric” (p. 112), “pragmatist” (pp. 106, 122), and “literary” (p. 112). Though these terms lack clear definitions in the text, one can gather that, on Skowroński’s picture, Rorty commits to four theses: 1) the inquiry must be guided by humans’ practical considerations (pragmatism), 2) humans’ own attitudes and practices ground the ‘correct’ practical considerations that ought to guide our inquiry (anthropocentrism), 3) literature, not philosophy, is the key human practice to plumb for suggestions about the good life (literary humanism), and 4) individual self-fulfillment and self-creation are both possible and proper goals of human striving (humanism simpliciter). Skowroński, then, exposes tensions among these commitments. First, Skowroński notes that Rorty’s version of pragmatism, which entails a kind of moral relativism, lacks the theoretical resources to explain which kinds of self-fulfillment are to be preferred when differing versions conflict. Second, Skowroński notes that Rorty’s own remarks about his philosophical education and about the conditions of possibility for useful redescriptions and storytelling – these remarks scattered through the corpus – suggest that Rorty’s strong individualism and bids for self-creation are “exaggerate[d]” (p. 118). If we are the social animals that Rorty’s remarks imply, the strong individualism Rorty trumpets elsewhere is misplaced. After Skowroński exposes these tensions, it is unclear what one should make of the discussion. Like Pilhström’s article before it, it lacks a theoretical punch line. In this way, the final article is like the volume as a whole. There is no sound bite takeaway, but this does not diminish the experience of taking in the various parts.
Though the book lacks a central or organizing problematic, it does seem to address a single audience: philosophically educated folks who are curious to know more about American pragmatism. I would recommend this volume to advanced undergraduates, graduate students, and professors who have little scholarly expertise in pragmatism. As it blends more programmatic pieces with rich discussions of pragmatist luminaries like Addams, Du Bois, and Rorty, the volume can serve as an informal introduction to pragmatist thought.
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� Discussions suggesting that Auschwitz is the pivotal moment in human history that forces us to rethink poetry, philosophy, what-have-you – these discussions often strike me as troublingly Eurocentric and forgetful. Why does Auschwitz occupy that position and not the transatlantic slave trade, another unspeakable evil, one that continued unabated for centuries?  In more charitable moments, however, I tend to think that “after Auschwitz” is just shorthand for “after an unspeakable evil.”
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