
eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk

Universities of Leeds, Sheffield and York

Deposited via The University of Sheffield.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/216488/

Version: Accepted Version

Book Section:

Forstenzer, J. (2023) The unity of pragmatism*: Hookway's contribution to the tradition. In: 
Talisse, R., Cárdenas, P.R. and Herbert, D., (eds.) Pragmatic Reason: Christopher 
Hookway and the American Philosophical Tradition. Routledge Studies in American 
Philosophy. Routledge, pp. 24-41. ISBN: 9781003165699. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003165699-3

This is an Accepted Manuscript of a book chapter published by Routledge in Pragmatic 
Reason: Christopher Hookway and the American Philosophical Tradition on 23 March 
2023, available online: http://www.routledge.com/9780367756871. It is deposited under 
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly 
cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

Reuse 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 
(CC BY-NC-ND) licence. This licence only allows you to download this work and share it with others as long 
as you credit the authors, but you can’t change the article in any way or use it commercially. More 
information and the full terms of the licence here: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/ 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 

mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003165699-3
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/id/eprint/216488/
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/


The Unity of Pragmatism: Hookway’s contribution to the tradition* 

 

Joshua Forstenzer 

University of Sheffield 

 

 

During a service at an old synagogue in Eastern Europe when the Shema prayer was said, 
half the congregants stood up and half remained sitting. The half that was seated started 
yelling at those standing to sit down, and the ones standing yelled at the ones sitting to stand 
up. The rabbi, learned as he was in the law and commentaries, didn't know what to do. His 
congregation suggested that he consult a housebound ninety-eight-year-old man, who was 
one of the original founders of their shul. The rabbi hoped the elderly man would be able to 
tell him what the actual temple tradition was, so he went to the nursing home with a 
representative of each faction of the congregation. The one whose followers stood during 
Shema said to the old man, "Is the tradition to stand during the prayer?" 

The old man answered, "No, that is not the tradition." 

"Then the tradition is to sit during the Shema!" 

The old man answered, "No, that is not the tradition." 

Then the rabbi said to the old man, "But the congregants fight all the time, yelling at each 
other about whether they should sit or stand ...." 

The old man interrupted, exclaiming, "That is the tradition!" 

     [Old Jewish Joke – as cited in Flanzbaum 2003: 69] 

 

 

Christopher Hookway is a world-renowned scholar and interpreter of Charles Sanders 

Peirce, a first-rate virtue epistemologist, as well as a pragmatist of great distinction.1 

However, his intellectual efforts to revive the tradition of pragmatism in the late 20th and early 

21st centuries have, on the whole, been less celebrated than those of some of his American 

counterparts – such as, for example, Richard Rorty, Hilary Putnam, Robert Brandom, Cornel 

West, and Richard J. Bernstein. On the one hand, this relative oversight is understandable: 

pragmatism is often thought of as a distinctly American affair and the voices of prominent 

American philosophers emanating from top US institutions of higher learning and appearing 

in the leading generalist journals in philosophy are bound to garner a great deal of attention. 

On the other hand, in the last forty years, non-American voices have endorsed pragmatism 

no less enthusiastically than American counterparts and have often offered just as 

substantive a contribution to the serious work of making pragmatism and pragmatist themes 



relevant to the wider discipline of philosophy – and, in some cases, beyond. I maintain that 

Hookway is one of these voices and that we should celebrate his own unique contribution to 

pragmatist philosophy. 

 

Now, I already hear the critic chiming in: “Of course, you would say that, Forstenzer! You 

were his student.” So much is true. In fact, Hookway was much more than a teacher to me. It 

is no exaggeration to say that Chris introduced me to, cemented my understanding of, and 

challenged me to sustain and renew the tradition of pragmatism. The decade-long 

conversation in which this took place happened largely in Sheffield. So I have known Chris 

as my lecturer, advisor, doctoral supervisor, and then as a treasured mentor. Because of 

this, I must admit at the outset of this chapter that I will be writing here about Christopher 

Hookway both as a person of great significance in my life and as a philosopher of great 

significance to the tradition of pragmatism. The two – Chris’s influence as a teacher and 

guide on me and Hookway’s influence as an author on the tradition – are inseparable for me. 

Yet, I intend to convince the reader that the latter should be understood to hold 

independently of the former. Still, my motivation for writing this chapter stems from a 

personal interaction.  

 

In our last full conversation, Chris was keen to discuss the boundary issue for pragmatists: 

What defines the tradition? Which authors are in and which are out? What are the 

fundamental philosophical divides or statements of faith that we should take to define 

pragmatism? Hookway, the author, had rarely overtly broached the subject head on. But 

Chris, the teacher, had often discussed this issue with me and many other students of his in 

class, in reading groups, and in casual conversations. This particular conversation took 

place on a rain drenched afternoon in a coffee shop. 

 

In his typical demeanour, Chris looked out at me from beneath his furrowed brow, holding 

his left hand in his right, and asked me point blank: “What do you think makes pragmatism 



truly pragmatist?” Frankly, I was a bit stumped. I fumbled around for a bit: I mentioned the 

pragmatic maxim, something about ‘truth’, something about ‘the community of inquiry’, then I 

said something else about Robert Talisse and Scott Aikin’s challenge regarding pragmatism 

and pluralism… In short: I choked. And then to save myself from the embarrassment of 

admitting that I simply had nothing illuminating to say, I asked Chris, “What do you think?”, 

not really expecting Chris to have much to say about this, since he was usually averse to 

proffering grand conjectures of his own on this topic (or any other topic for that matter). 

 

With a shrug, Chris said, as I recall: “In a sense, there are as many pragmatisms as there 

are pragmatists. But in another sense, I think the connecting thread between the thinkers we 

recognise as pragmatists is that they see a strong non-incidental connection between 

rationality and the sentiments.” He hastened to add that this probably did not solve the 

demarcation problem between ‘pragmatists’ and the rest since there have been and are, of 

course, other philosophical traditions that take this connection very seriously, not least 

Aristotle and his followers. “But”, he added, “I suspect that it is the centrality of this 

connection to the pragmatist project that probably makes us ultimately hold together as a 

tradition.” He concluded by adding that there is little hope in the project of providing 

necessary and sufficient conditions to define the tradition and that we would be better served 

by accepting that ‘pragmatism’ just is what the great British pragmatist W. B. Gallie once 

called ‘an essentially contested concept’.  

 

In this chapter, I propose to continue this conversation with Chris by attending to what 

Hookway wrote on the subject. To this end, I will argue for the three following claims: (1) that 

a distinctive account of the tradition of pragmatism is alluded to, though rarely explicitly 

discussed, throughout Hookway’s published works on pragmatism; (2) that the belief in a 

productive relationship between rationality and the sentiments is central to this account; and 

(3) that the practical upshot of this view, for Hookway, is that good inquiry is inquiry 

conducted by epistemic agents of good epistemic character. Taken together I think that this 



amounts to stating that Hookway points in the direction of a distinctly pragmatist kind of 

unifying entity, namely: a common problem. More precisely, I think we can take the 

Hookwayian hypothesis to be that pragmatists share a common concern with articulating the 

relationship between the sentiments and rationality which best supports good inquiry. 

 

 

 

1. What’s in a name? Hookway’s Reading of Peirce’s Pragmatic Maxim 

 

 

A general intent to connect the activity of thinking with the practical domain is certainly a 

common thread that connects the diverse work of self-declared ‘pragmatists’. But beyond 

this rather loose consideration, we find ourselves rapidly challenged when trying to offer a 

further definition of the pragmatist tradition, especially if we are to include more recent 

contributions. So much so, that it might make one think that defining pragmatism is a 

hopeless task. In this mood, Robert Talisse and Scott Aikin (2008: 1) remark: 

 

Is pragmatism a school of philosophy organized around a single doctrine in the way 

that we might say that, for example, Stoicism is a school? Not quite. Although there 

are doctrinal similarities and channels of influence among all pragmatist 

philosophers, the differences among them make it difficult to see them as constituting 

a school. Is pragmatism a philosophical theory? Not exactly. It is difficult to point to a 

single philosophical claim to which all pragmatists subscribe. Is it a historical trend or 

movement within the history of philosophy? Although pragmatism arose out of 

specific conditions in the United States at the close of the nineteenth century and is a 

distinctively American philosophy, it is not bound to any particular cultural or historical 

milieu. 

 

So, we might wonder: is seeking a definition of ‘pragmatism’ simply a hopeless task? Maybe 

so, but the founding father of the tradition, Peirce, offered the strongest candidate central 

tenet – namely ‘the pragmatic maxim’ – and he thought that drawing a line between his 

views and those defended by his ‘would be’ followers was rather important. As Hookway 

writes: 

 

Peirce often took great pains to emphasize the differences between his own version 

of pragmatism and the philosophical positions given that name by William James, 

John Dewey, FCS Schiller, and others. Although James was ready to trace his 



pragmatism back to the views that Peirce was defending at the Metaphysical Club in 

the early 1870s, and even to give Peirce credit for the word ‘pragmatism,’ the latter 

carefully reminded us that his own version of pragmatism, which took the form of a 

precise ‘logical principle,’ was transformed into a ‘philosophical attitude’ by these 

later thinkers and that, in the process, much that was of value in the doctrine was lost 

(Hookway 2004: 119). 

     

Peirce would famously come to rebrand his philosophy with the purposefully ugly label of 

‘pragmaticism’ to ensure that no one would be tempted to borrow the name. But it is also 

true that Peirce, Hookway informs us, insisted on the fact that his own version of pragmatism 

could “receive a precise and rigorous proof” (Hookway 2004: 119 – emphasis in original), 

while that of his purported followers simply could not. Though the question of Peirce’s 

success in offering a successful proof for his pragmatic method remains open, Hookway 

thinks we can make some headway in understanding Peirce’s pragmatism with reference to 

the context in which Peirce originally introduced his pragmatic ‘principle’ or ‘maxim’. In the 

1878 essay ‘How to make our ideas clear’, Peirce enjoins us to “[c]onsider what effects, that 

might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object of our conception to have. 

Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object” (W3: 266). 

He proposes this as a “rule for obtaining reflective clarity about the content of ideas, 

concepts, propositions, beliefs, hypotheses, etc.: applying the principle should enable us to 

know what the contents of propositions and ideas are” (Hookway 2004:120). The pragmatic 

maxim should thus provide us with clarity of thought. In fact, Hookway (2004: 125) explains: 

              

The clarification is achieved by providing a list of descriptions of the effects that we 

take the object to have; presumably, this will involve descriptions of how we think the 

object would behave and of how we think other objects would behave as a result of 

being affected by the object of the conception. Once again, membership on this list 

depends upon the effects being ones that (‘conceivably,’ even if not in fact) would 

have a ‘practical bearing.’ And this qualification is both crucial to the pragmatist 

dimension of the position and difficult to understand. The resulting list will provide a 

complete clarification of the content of our concept. 

     

However, Hookway points out that this promised clarification is unlikely to come from the 

pragmatic maxim as originally articulated because it fails to make clear what “practical 



bearings” precisely are. In seeming response to this worry, Peirce’s 1903 Harvard lectures 

on pragmatism offers an explication of the principle: 

 

Pragmatism is the principle that every theoretical judgement expressible in a 

sentence in the indicative mood is a confused form of thought whose meaning, if it 

has any, lies in its tendency to enforce a corresponding practical maxim expressible 

as a conditional sentence having its apodosis in the imperative mood. (EP2: 134–5) 

     

Hookway invites us to note that this articulation provides a limitation on the scope of the 

pragmatic principle: it applies only to a judgement expressed in a sentence in the indicative 

mood (such as, for example, “This red mushroom is poisonous.”). And yet, the content of 

such a sentence is further clarified in conditional sentences (say, “You would become sick 

and die if you were to eat this red mushroom” or “If you don’t want to get sick and die, then 

don’t eat this red mushroom”) and the logical consequent of the conditional sentences is 

expressed in the imperative mood (“Don’t eat this red mushroom!”).  

 

Hookway informs us that these formulations, though helpful in highlighting the practical 

dimension of a statement, seem to underplay the ‘verificationist’ dimension of the pragmatic 

method advocated by Peirce, which adds that the pragmatic maxim should also show “how 

the application of the concept makes a difference to the experiential consequences we 

would expect certain kinds of actions to have” (Hookway 2004:126). This verificationist 

dimension stresses the importance of establishing the meaningfulness of abstract 

judgements by rendering them clear through an articulation of the conditions under which 

their effects on our sensible experience can be made evident to us. As Peirce puts it:  

 

Any hypothesis […] may be admissible, in the absence of any special reasons to the 
contrary, provided it be capable of experimental verification, and only insofar as it is 

capable of such verification. This is approximately the doctrine of pragmatism. (EP2: 

235) 

 

This verificationist bent is crucial in understanding Peirce’s pragmatism, in short, because it 

gives us the grounds for determining which theoretical judgements are worth investigating 

and which are not. For example, we can rather easily and crudely imagine the kind of 



experiment we might conduct to figure out whether or not a given red mushroom is indeed 

poisonous, but we may struggle to make sense of how to go about studying whether or not 

the colour red truly is, say, the devil’s colour. Being able to determine whether or not a given 

theoretical judgement is worthy of serious study and epistemic consideration is an important 

part of the pragmatist project. 

       

Thus, Hookway argues that Peirce’s pragmatism properly construed involves both pragmatic 

and verificationist commitments. Indeed, according to Hookway, we must attend both to the 

fact that “differences in the contents of concepts must be reflected in differences in what it is 

rational to do in certain conceivable circumstances” and to the fact “that such differences 

must be reflected in differences in possible experience, in ‘sensible effects’”(Hookway 2004: 

128). 

 

One of the main seeming divides in the pragmatist tradition occurs when the central figures 

are taken to privilege one of these dimensions over the other. Briefly, on the standard 

account, Peirce is typically thought to privilege the verificationist dimension of the pragmatic 

maxim which stresses its value in determining the experimental conditions necessary to 

carefully investigate various hypotheses,2 while James and Dewey are often seen to 

privilege its pragmatic dimension, which tends to focus on the more straightforwardly 

instrumental value of beliefs for engaging in various practical projects.  

 

However, in Hookway’s careful scholarship, we find a more refined view of the dividing lines 

between Peirce and his prominent pragmatist followers. Against the claims according to 

which James misreads Peirce or is ultimately launching into a completely new philosophical 

project of his own under the banner of ‘pragmatism’, Hookway (2012: 196) maintains that 

James “seized [the pragmatic maxim’s] fundamental insight about meaning, consequences 

and the future and employed it in the service a different set of philosophical aims and a 

contrasting conception of science and its aims.” Likewise, while Dewey’s logic has 

sometimes been presented as more ‘practical’ than Peirce’s (see, for example, Hickman 



1986), Hookway argues that Peirce’s critique of Dewey’s logic is actually based in its 

apparent lack of a normative dimension. According to Hookway, “Peirce does not divorce 

logic from the practices of inquiry; rather, he objects that Dewey's instrumentalist logic fails 

to recognize kinds of reflections about logical possibilities which are indispensable to 

scientific inquiry” (Hookway 2012: 108-9 – emphasis in original). Yet, even on this more 

refined view, Hookway admits (and I agree) that a distinction remains between the Peircean 

aspiration to a somewhat ‘celestial’ account of logic and of science and the Jamesian and 

Deweyan desire for a more ‘terrestrial’ understanding of these domains – to borrow the 

‘celestial/terrestrial’ distinction from Max Khan Hayward.3  

 

Nevertheless, I contend that our collective tendency to focus on the finer points that 

distinguish these projects from one another tends to blind us to a more fundamental unifying 

feature of the pragmatist outlook as a whole. Indeed, I think this feature is at the heart of 

Hookway’s interpretive and argumentative endeavours and is well articulated by Peirce 

when he insists that a striking feature of his view is “its recognition of an inseparable 

connection between rational cognition and rational purpose” (EP2: 332–3). I will consider this 

in the next section. 

 

 

2. The connection between cognition and sentiment 

     

 

An intriguing hypothesis that I think lurks in the background of much of Hookway’s work on 

pragmatism is that, even more than Peirce’s pragmatic maxim, it is Peirce’s account of doubt 

and belief that is perhaps the closest thing we can find to a pragmatist article of faith. There 

is perhaps no greater commonality among pragmatists than a rejection of scepticism. Rather 

famously, in Peirce’s ‘The Fixation of Belief’, we find a sophisticated account of human 

psychology, where belief is considered to be the normal state of affairs and doubt is 

considered to be the interruption of that normality. More fundamentally still, doubt requires 

grounds (or justification) and as such the activity of doubting any one belief requires that at 



least some background beliefs remain stable in order to provide the necessary grounds to 

justify that doubt. As a result, generalised doubt is impossible – pace Descartes. In other 

words, on the Peircean account, a belief is a habit of mind, and as such it has staying power. 

Doubt is the dislocation of belief and it requires justification. So, inquiry is a process 

whereby, as Hookway explains, “our stable corpus of beliefs is shaken by a ‘surprising 

experience’ which gives rise to doubt about some of the propositions that were previously 

believed” (Hookway 2002: 249). Though Hookway states that a ‘surprising experience’ is not 

the only cause that leads to experiencing a problem, experienced problems cause doubts, 

which in turn cause us to engage in the activity of inquiry. What is the nature of this kind of 

problem? Hookway (2002: 249) answers: “the experience does not cohere with previously 

settled beliefs.”  

 

This account of the nature of inquiry serves the purpose in Peirce’s work of drawing a 

distinction between paper doubts and real doubts.4 On the one hand, paper doubts are 

doubts that represent themselves as responding to a serious epistemic concern, but in fact 

do not emerge in response to truly experienced epistemic anxieties. Paper doubts are 

merely artificial; they do not motivate actual inquiry. These paper doubts are the doubts of 

arm-chair sceptics. On the other hand, real doubts emerge from genuinely experienced 

problems and constitute spurs for inquiry aiming at removing the unpleasant experience of 

doubt by revising the inquirer’s beliefs. In other words, paper doubts do not motivate us to 

inquire in earnest, while real doubts do. 

 

In fact, Peirce goes one step further and suggests that real changes in our beliefs involve 

changes in our disposition to act: “The feeling of belief is a more or less sure indication of 

there being established in our nature some habit which will determine our actions” (W3: 

247). Another way to say this is that belief is a disposition to act as well as a habit of mind. 

However, on Peirce’s account a belief alone does not immediately motivate action, rather a 

belief “puts us into such a condition that we shall behave in such a way when the occasion 



arises” (W3:247). Hookway astutely notes that desire and circumstance play determining 

roles in whether or not a given belief or disposition to act is ultimately acted upon. In 

contrast, real doubt is intrinsically motivating: “it is an uneasy and unsettled state from which 

we struggle to free ourselves and pass into a state of belief” (W3:247). 

 

Now, if one is to look for a candidate central pragmatist position, this account of doubt and 

belief is probably the closest thing one will find. As Pascal Engel (2005: 167) aptly notes, 

“the belief-as-disposition-to-act” is a common thread in the pragmatist tradition, though 

he hastens to add that “it is played on very different tunes by the various philosophical 

performers.” Here, unlike Engel in his article, I am not so concerned with the differences 

of interpretations we find in different pragmatist authors. Rather, I am keen to draw out 

what we – and especially what Hookway – might think the upshot of this common theme 

could tell us about the unity of pragmatism.  

 

The answer, I think, is to be found when Hookway explains that “[p]ragmatists challenge 

a sharp separation of issues of theoretical and practical rationality.” He points out that to 

some readers this suggests a tacit endorsement of some kind of anti-realism which 

stresses the fact that “our classification and theories are shaped by our interests and 

practical concerns.” Yet, Hookway (2002: 246) insists that it need not do so:  

 

A more fundamental theme is that cognition itself is an activity, the attempt to 

solve problems and discover truths effectively and responsibly. Evidence has to 

be collected, experiments have to be devised and carried out, dialogues must be 

engaged in with fellow inquirers, decisions must be made about when we have 

scrutinized our opinions enough to trust our results. Even if our goals are ‘purely 
cognitive’, the attempt to achieve them through inquiry and deliberation is an 
activity.  

 

The fact that inquiry is an activity, for Hookway, means that it is appropriate to think of it 

as being governed by normative standards, which includes “standards of practical 

rationality” (Hookway 2002: 246). Furthermore, Hookway asserts that affective states 



play an important role in practical rationality: “We assess the rationality of desires and 

goals, and we can examine the role of emotions and attitudes in planning our conduct 

and carrying out our plans” (Hookway 2002: 246). Finally, Hookway invites us to 

recognise that classical pragmatists thought that rationally-evaluable emotions play an 

important role in “theoretical or cognitive rationality [...] both Peirce and James insisted 

that distinctive sentiments were required for us to be able to reason well and trust our 

inductive strategies” (Hookway 2002: 246). Put otherwise, this Hookwayian view of the 

tradition of pragmatism invites us to take extremely seriously the deep connection 

between affect and rationality by understanding that it goes both ways: our emotions are 

rationally evaluable, as well as, in some sense, rationally revisable as a result of the 

activity of inquiry; and inquiry, even when directed at settling the most abstract 

questions, requires appropriate emotions to motivate and guide the process of inquiry 

effectively. At the risk of making Hookway’s pragmatism sound overly Hegelian,5 I think 

we can say that he presents us with a conception of the tradition that is wedded to the 

notion that there is a dialectical relationship between our emotions and our cognitive 

attempts to answer difficult questions arising from real, experienced, felt doubts.  

 

In fact, Hookway (2002: 259) offers a rich example to help us understand this tight 

relationship:  

 

Think of an experienced hiker, someone with a deep understanding of the local 

terrain, of the chances and effects of changes in the weather, of her own 

strengths and weaknesses and so on. This knowledge can be manifested in 

judgements about, for example, when weather conditions make a particular route 

too risky. 

 

In this context, Hookway suggests that this kind of knowledge is more than merely 

propositional; it involves both ‘knowledge that’ and ‘knowledge how’, since it involves “a 

complex kind of skill” which is made apparent to the hiker by the way she feels in various 



situations: “she will listen to the judgements of her heart, trusting her habits of judgement 

and her ability instinctively to read the weather and the terrain” (Hookway 2002: 259 – 

emphasis in original). This kind of embodied knowledge is an indication not just of a kind 

of epistemic expertise in the domain of hiking, but a hallmark of epistemic expertise in 

general. Or as Hookway (2002: 260) puts it: “inquiry and deliberation involve a complex 

interplay of intellectual reflection and trusting acquiescence in habitual judgements and 

sentimental responses.” Hookway is quick to point out that our emotional responses can 

be misleading in that they might represent a feature of the environment that could turn 

out to be false. For example, even the experienced hiker might mistakenly feel safe and 

confident in the face of a threat that remains as yet unapprehended by her. And yet, 

“there is a genuine possibility that, in some cases at least, affective responses are more 

trustworthy than reflective considered ones. This is because they can reveal an habitual 

sensitivity to subtle features of the situation which are not formally acknowledged by 

calm reflection” (Hookway 2002: 261). As a result, good habits of mind make certain 

features of the situation salient by combining cognitive and emotional processes in such 

a way as to represent a given situation as worthy of inquiry or not to the would-be 

inquirer. Although we can distinguish upon reflection between the more formal cognitive 

processes and the more immediate or intuitive emotional processes involved in inquiry, 

the inquirer herself is presented with an immediate experience that combines both 

features seamlessly. As a result, well conducted inquiry is not a merely cognitive 

process: it involves the rich interplay between cognitive processes and affective 

processes. The notion that a thought-feeling nexus is central to the task of inquiry is, I 

maintain, at the heart of Hookway’s interpretation of pragmatism and is a strong 

contender for a unifying belief among pragmatists. 

 

However, as Engel points out, pragmatists often vociferously disagree about what the 

meaning or practical upshot of this account actually is or indeed ought to be. So we may 



well ask: How does Hookway practically cash out his account of inquiry? I will seek to 

address this question in the following section. 

 

 

3. A Pragmatist Account of Epistemic Character: The Task of Improving 

Epistemic Habits 

 

 

When Hookway suggests “that a belief is justified so long as it is the product of responsible, 

well-executed inquiry” (Hookway 2002: 246 – emphasis in original), I believe that he is 

encouraging us to pay special attention to the epistemic character of inquirers, for 

“responsible, well-executed inquiry” is nothing more than inquiry conducted by responsible 

and epistemically capable inquirers. 

 

In ‘Epistemic Akrasia and Epistemic Virtue’, after setting out his plan to argue for the 

possibility of epistemic akrasia to show that we need to take epistemic virtues seriously in 

our theory of epistemic evaluation, we find a rather revealing footnote. It begins by stating:  

 

This argument could provide part of a defense of virtue epistemology. It would need 

to be supplemented, inter alia, by a demonstration that the standards that regulate 

inquiries and deliberations are the most fundamental epistemic norms. This contrasts 

with the more common epistemological view that the evaluation of states such as 

beliefs as justified or as knowledge is the core of epistemology. (Hookway 2001: 197 

footnote 1) 

  

In this same footnote, Hookway goes on to explain that this second stage would need to 

either (a) show that justification and knowledge “can be explained by reference to the 

notions of good inquiry or theoretical deliberation”, or (b) “that the concepts of knowledge 

and justified belief are less central, less important for understanding the pursuit of truth, than 

is often supposed.” To be clear, I contend that Hookwayian pragmatism is an invitation to 

take (a) extremely seriously for the reasons I have laid out in the previous sections. 

 



A further, more practical articulation of what this might involve is provided by Hookway 

(2001: 194) when he explains that the “tasks that effective regulation of deliberation faces” 

include the following: 

 

● The exercise of judgment concerning the relative authority of normative assessments 

of evidence and argument when they conflict with confidently held beliefs. 

● Contending with the fact that our commitment to fully cognitive inquiry does not 

negate the fact that our inclinations (unconscious or otherwise) to “favour one 

solution over another by focusing on questions that send our inquiries down 

potentially distorting routes”. 

● Weighing “the force of apparently incommensurable evaluations”. 

● Weighing “the force of [apparently and actually] conflicting evaluative intuitions.”  

● Dealing with “the fact that our reflective normative judgments may simply be 

powerless to adjust our beliefs as rationality requires. This may be due to acquired 

habits, to properties of our cognitive architecture, to brain damage, to laziness and 

inattention, to emotional attachments, and to a range of other causes.” (Hookway 

2001: 194) 

 

Ultimately, Hookway thinks that the fallibility of even our best epistemic practices should 

encourage us to attend to the fact that effective inquiry depends on our being able to raise 

the right reflective questions (in other words, we must be able to track relevance) and 

demands that we attend to the fact that “we cannot control whether the answers to the 

reflective questions we raise will have their intended effect” (Hookway 2001: 195) because 

fragilities in our psychology may not permit us to revise our beliefs even when we have 

overwhelming reasons to do so. Therefore, the good inquirer does not fall prey to despair in 

the face of these weaknesses but works to overcome them, because she has developed the 

right kind of epistemic character traits – minimally, the virtue of epistemic continence. As 

Hookway (2001: 196) explains: 



 

Continence is an enduring state of a person that enables him or her to deliberate 

well. It does this by exploiting a body of normative standards and capacities for 

evaluation. [...] In many cases, application of rules to particular cases will involve 

weighing apparently incommensurable values and arriving at an intuitive judgment 

the bases of which are not fully explicit. Finally a state such as continence has a role 

in motivation: it enables the agent to inquire well, to adjust beliefs automatically in 

light of normative considerations when she judges that it is appropriate to do so. 

 

Crucially, Hookway insists on the fact that formal rules are unlikely to effectively guide 

inquirers in ascertaining how to weigh conflicting evidence and reasons. The most we can 

hope for is the development of the right kinds of habits or character traits that will enable 

epistemic agents to continually wrestle with the complexities thrown up by inquiry and to 

exercise their informed judgment in doing so. As a result, I think we can safely say that 

Hookway’s pragmatism invites us to take the development of the epistemic virtues as the 

central practical pragmatist task.  

 

Said otherwise, the commitment to shape and improve epistemic virtues boils down to a 

fundamental practical activity: the development of the concrete conditions for conducting 

good inquiry. This is, I think, at the heart of Hookway’s pragmatism and I think it is an activity 

which all pragmatists should and would endorse. Some of us pay more attention to the 

political, economic and social conditions that are necessary to secure the epistemic 

flourishing of all, while others pay more attention to propitious psychological dispositions, 

and others still to the scientific and logical tools that enable and result from good inquiry. 

Although the traditional account of the history of pragmatism and Peirce’s own disputes with 

James and Dewey invite us to see the first group as somehow holding more dearly to the 

‘primacy of practice’ than the following two groups, I think Hookway’s work invites us to look 

at these differences in another light: pragmatists share a common concern for sustaining and 

improving good practices of inquiry; inquiry is a complex human affair involving many 

dimensions (minimally, social, psychological, political, and epistemic); the good functioning 

of inquiry requires propitious environmental conditions (including material, institutional and 



cultural arrangements); it matters not so much that we each attend to the same dimension of 

enabling conditions for good inquiry; rather it matters a good deal that we, pragmatists, 

collectively attend to as many of the enabling conditions of good inquiry as we possibly can; 

and where they are not found, it is then possible to develop a distinctively pragmatist form of 

critical theory. 

 

At this stage, the careful reader may think to herself: “I can see that Peirce, James, Dewey 

and others share a general belief about the importance of attending to the rich relationship 

between affective and cognitive processes involved in inquiry. But what of Rorty? Surely 

Rorty counts as a pragmatist, right? So how does the Hookwayian nexus figure in Rorty’s 

work?” Now, it seems true to me that, in some moods, Rorty seems to present himself as 

something of a critic of the very idea of engaging in practices of rational evaluation of our 

cherished beliefs. This might lead some readers to conclude that, for Rorty, there is simply 

no combination of emotional and rational processes in inquiry. Instead, we find merely a raw 

emotional process underpinning all appearance of productive epistemic work, which are in 

fact, for this version of Rorty, merely artistic and involve inventing new vocabularies that 

better suit our purposes, whatever such purposes may be. Although I am occasionally 

accused of having this kind of reading of Rorty (see, for example, Waterton 2019: 58-60), I 

am happy to make clear that I reject it. Now, I have argued elsewhere (see Forstenzer 2018 

& Forstenzer forthcoming) that Rorty fails to provide a rational criterion of progress by which 

we can hope to rationally evaluate different vocabularies (I have also argued that I think this 

is practically problematic in specific circumstances). In addition, in an exchange with a 

sympathetic interpreter of Rorty, Susan Dieleman, I have bemoaned the fact that Rorty 

“often presents the task of ‘redescription’ as purely creative, playful and, typically, personal 

in nature rather than the work of the full intellect (involving both linguistic creation and 

argumentation/justification) embedded in communal activities” (Forstenzer 2021). However, I 

also recognise that Rorty was not simply an irrationalist or a raw emotivist. Rather, Rorty 

attempted to resolve the problem of the relationship between rationality and the sentiments 



via partition: his conception of the proper role of rational inquiry is limited to public 

justification (for example, in ‘normal’ science and in democratic politics) and can only be 

made sense of within an existing vocabulary; while sentiments are to operate freely in 

private efforts to redescribe one’s self and to provide the motivation for expanding one’s 

sphere of concern. Ultimately, I think that Rorty thinks that the radical changes in vocabulary 

brought about as a result of non-rational means constrain the various ways in which 

rationality operates, even in its circumscribed domain. But Rorty insists on holding dear to an 

account of rationality that he finds desirable as a North American democrat according to 

which ‘rationality’, as Dieleman explains, “simply indicates the use of words rather than 

blows to persuade someone.” Dieleman goes on to explain that Rorty’s account invites us to 

abandon seeing “rationality as a faculty or a method to understanding rationality as a set of 

moral virtues, specifically ‘tolerance, respect, for the opinions of those around one, 

willingness to listen, [and] reliance on persuasion rather than force’ (Rorty 1991, 37)” 

(Dieleman 2010, 898-899). Rationality fails us, on Rorty’s account, when it tries to establish 

neutrally what is the final, ultimate, or best vocabulary and when it tries to tell us how to 

engage in the task of private self-description.  

 

Other pragmatists – like Hookway or like myself – often object to many aspects of Rorty’s 

account (for example, to the notion that the virtues Rorty celebrates are best thought of as 

strictly moral rather than also epistemic, or that philosophy firmly falls in the private rather 

than the public sphere, or indeed that inquiry cannot aim for a goal which we will not be able 

to tell if and when we reach it). However, it is clear even from what I have noted here that 

Rorty was invested in working out for himself what he believed to be the right relationship 

between rationality and the sentiments, and as such he meets the Hookwayian definition. 

 

We pragmatists, like the congregation in the joke I shared at the outset of this chapter, are 

experts at disagreeing with one another and at insisting on the significance of these 

disagreements. In fact, to be clear, I am not here denying that we do disagree and that these 



disagreements do matter. Rather, I am merely hoping to show that we share a question or a 

problem of common concern, namely: How to make sense of the emotional and rational 

processes that sustain good inquiry? We can and should continue to argue with one another 

about the relative merits of our distinctive answers to this question, but we also do well to 

celebrate our common concern as well as, indeed, our rich practices of open and robust 

argumentation. In his subtle way, I think that Hookway invites us to see that these disputes, 

when conducted carefully and thoughtfully, help us in the practical task of sustaining 

intelligent inquiry in our global pragmatist community. May we continue to do so and relish 

the exchange along the way. 

 

 

4. Concluding Thoughts: Hookway and British Pragmatism 

 

 

In this chapter, I have argued that Hookwayian pragmatism helps us in naming a core 

pragmatist concern, namely: the task of articulating the rich and complex relationship 

between rationality and the sentiments that permits and sustains productive practices of 

inquiry. And yet, I am painfully aware that this falls short of a determinative definition of 

‘pragmatism’. I am prone to agree with Chris’s closing words in the coffee shop according to 

which such a definition is unlikely to be found because ‘pragmatism’ is what W. B. Gallie 

called an ‘essentially contested concept’: narrowing down the boundaries of the concept any 

further than I have here necessarily involves beginning to take sides in the internal 

pragmatist disputes over what should be the domains of epistemic or moral concern, who we 

should understand the key actors to be, what tools of analysis we should take most 

seriously, and ultimately what the aims of practical action ought to be. But I think Chris’ 

reference to W. B. Gallie invites a wider reflection about the standing of British Pragmatism 

and Hookway’s place within it.6 

 

In 2014, Hookway penned a brief note on ‘British Champions of Peirce’ in which he listed 

John Henry Muirhead, Frank Ramsey, Lady Welby, and W. B. Gallie as important British 



thinkers who took Peirce’s work seriously prior to World War II. In particular, Hookway (2014: 

2) remarks that “W.B. Gallie wrote an elegant and valuable book on Peirce and Pragmatism, 

published by Penguin Books”, adding: “I can testify to its role in introducing many young 

philosophers to Peirce’s work, but, under the influence of Wittgenstein and Oxford 

philosophy, few British philosophers were sufficiently stirred by pragmatism and 

pragmaticism for Peirce to become a major topic of research.” Hookway goes on to explain 

that Susan Haack played a role in reviving interest in Peirce scholarship in the 1970s in 

Britain before moving to the USA. Finally, in the text, Hookway humbly notes his own efforts: 

his three Peirce books, some papers, and his Ph.D. students. 

 

As a non-Peircean student of his, I would suggest that Hookway’s influence on British 

pragmatism has extended far beyond Peirce scholarship. Although that is a great strength of 

his work, Hookway is not a mere interpreter of Peirce. Hookway brings to life a certain way 

of being a pragmatist philosopher: scholarly, but engaged in live arguments; historically 

sensitive, but responsive to contemporary concerns; rooted in the pragmatist tradition, but 

engaged in discussions with pragmatist, analytic, and continental philosophers; sensitive to 

the substantive disagreements between the classical figures of pragmatism, but keen to 

bring them into dialogue rather than to merely herald one’s preferred figure as a ‘hero’ and 

the others as ‘defective’ or ‘deficient’ pragmatists; celebrating the insights of pragmatists 

without denigrating their non-pragmatist critics. 

 

Hookway’s way of doing philosophy has clearly had an impact in kindling and growing 

interest in pragmatism in Britain since the 1980s. But I suspect that it has even had an 

impact beyond the small sphere of self-described ‘pragmatists’. Hookway’s distinctive 

philosophical style has played an important role in putting pragmatism in conversation with 

various fields of philosophical inquiry and inviting philosophers, pragmatists or not, to attend 

to exciting philosophical questions in a methodologically rich and open manner. In Sheffield, 

at least, this influence is so vividly felt that one might be forgiven for thinking that Chris has 



spent his days and nights painting on every wall in the department: “Do not block the way of 

inquiry.”    

   

   

     

    

   

     

   

   

 

     

    

   

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* I am deeply intellectually indebted to Christopher Hookway for so much and this seems an 
appropriate venue in which to thank him for that. My thanks also go to Robert Stern for similarly 
supportive intellectual exchanges throughout the years and special thanks for providing me with 
detailed comments on a previous draft of this chapter. Many thanks are also owed to Rosanna Keefe, 
Luca Barlassina, Mara-Daria Cojocaru, Graeme Forbes, and Max Khan Hayward for stimulating 
conversations (some of which occurred during the depths of lock-downs on cold socially distanced 
walks) that have ultimately helped me formulate the thoughts presented in this chapter. As ever, the 
usual disclaimers apply. 
1 Also, ‘a philosopher’s philosopher’ to quote an off the cuff remark made by Graeme Forbes in 
conversation recently. 
2 See for example: “A belief in a proposition is a controlled and contented habit of acting in ways that 
will be productive of desired results only if the proposition is true.” (EP 2: 312) 
3 Max Hayward Khan drew on it at a 2019 talk he gave in Sheffield and that I am referring to here with 
his permission. 
4 “Do you call it doubting to write down on a piece of paper that you doubt? If so, doubt has nothing to 
do with any serious business. ... Now, that which you do not at all doubt, you must and do regard as 

infallible, absolute truth” (EP 2:336) 
5 Though it is perhaps worth noting that Chris did lecture on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right for many 
years. Thanks are owed to Robert Stern for pointing that out to me in a recent conversation. 
6 This conversation is now in full bloom in no small part thanks to Hookway’s most illustrious student, 
Cheryl Misak’s (2016) efforts. On a personal note, however, it is not without a sense of irony that I find 
myself as a French-American émigré living in Britain taking it upon myself to comment on British 
pragmatism. But if the Canadian Misak can do it, then why couldn’t I? 
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