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Natural Realism or Transactionalism: On the Relationships
between Putnam and Two Pragmatists, James and Dewey

Abstract The relationships between Hilary Putnam and the pragmatists
(especially William James and John Dewey) are obvious but subtle. To shed
some light on this issue, the author will explore a key issue that not only stands
as Putnam’s main inheritance from the pragmatists, but that also illuminates the
relationships between them more clearly than any other issues. This key issue is
the understanding of perception and the philosophical position that arises from
this understanding. The author argues that in adopting Dewey’s transactionalism
(or interactionalism), Putnam advances from James’ insight to Dewey’s, a shift
that is particularly manifest in Putnam’s attempt to add another layer of meaning
to what he refers to as the second naiveté that he detects and appreciates in
James’ natural realism.
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1 Introduction

The relationships between Hilary Putnam and the pragmatists (especially
William James and John Dewey) are obvious but also subtle. Putnam says in an
essay titled “From Quantum Mechanics to Ethics and Back™ that “Although I do
not normally call myself a pragmatist or, for that matter, any kind of ‘ist,” I am
not unhappy when I am so described.” However, this does not mean that he is
hemmed in by the doctrines of pragmatism, since “one can learn from any of the
great philosophers without sharing all of their cherished beliefs” (Putnam 2012,
70). Thus it is not an easy task to clarify Putnam’s attachment to and detachment
from the pragmatist tradition.

To shed some light on this issue, I am going to avoid giving general sketches
of the three thinkers. Rather, I want to explore what I think to be the key issue
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that not only stand as Putnam’s main inheritance from the pragmatists, but that
also illuminate the relationships between these figures more clearly than any
other issues. The key issue is the understanding of perception and the
philosophical position born of such understanding. I will examine what Putnam
learns from James and Dewey respectively on the issue of perception (as well as
their divergences), and then I will address the connection between these two
contexts. I argue that in adopting Dewey’s transactionalism (or interactionalism),
Putnam advances from James’ insight to Dewey’s, a shift that is particularly
manifest in Putnam’s attempt to add another layer of meaning to the second
naiveté that he points out in James’ natural realism.

2 Natural Realism: James and Putnam

The classic issue of perception, as Putnam sees it, is the issue of the relation of
thought to the world. Assume that perception requires a nonphysical
intermediary, and you have the problem of perception in its classical form. The
intermediary then somehow becomes the data (sense datum) of the mind in the
process of representation, which provides the indissoluble “interface” between
mind and world. As Putnam writes in “Realism without Absolutes,” “The key
element responsible for the disaster is the idea that there has to be an ‘interface’
between our conceptual powers and the external world; our conceptual power
cannot reach all the way to the objects themselves” (Putnam 1994, 282).

In seeking a way out Putnam is well aware of James’ influence on him: “my
own interest in natural realism in the theory of perception was first reawakened
by thinking about the views of William James” (Putnam 1999, 177).

The position Putnam finds appealing is what he calls direct realism or natural
realism, which draws upon the ideas of Austin and James. He says, “I mentioned
William James as the first modem philosopher to unambiguously call for such an
account of perception and I listed Edmund Husserl, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and
John Austin as among those who shared James’ sense that progress in philosophy
requires a recovery of the ‘natural realism of the common man’” (Putnam 1999,
24). Whether these philosophers are in the same vein is a question of controversy,
but at least his point with regard to James is understandable. Putnam argues that
the way out of the epistemological disaster “requires the achievement of what
[he] called a ‘second naiveté,” of a standpoint that fully appreciates the deep
difficulties pointed out by the seventeenth-century philosophers but overcomes
those difficulties rather than succumbing to them—a standpoint that sees that the
difficulties do not, in the end, require us to reject the idea that in perception we
are in unmediated contact with our environment. We do not have to accept the
interface conception” (Putnam 1999, 44).
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It is evident that as early as Principles of Psychology James wants to make
apparent a distinction between sensation and perception. As he sees it,
sensational and reproductive brain processes combined are what give us the
content of perception. And perception varies, in the sense that nerve implulses
arouse voluminous associative or reproductive processes in the cortex, but when
sensation occurs alone, or with a minimum of perception, the accompanying
reproductive processes are minimal. This helps to account for the difficulty of
reading James as a realist. Putnam understands the difficulty and James’
explanation perfectly well, but he fails to see the clue hidden in Principles.
Putnam mentions that James wrote a letter to a friend saying that he never denied
that our thoughts have to fit reality to count as true, as he was constantly accused
of doing. James employs the example of someone choosing how to describe
beans that have been strewn on a table. The beans can be described in an almost
endless variety of ways depending on the interests of the describer, and each of
the correct descriptions will fit the beans (apart from the person describing them)
yet also reflect the interests of that describing party. James insists that there is no
such thing as a description that reflects no particular interest at all. And he
further insists that the descriptions we give when our interests are not theoretical
or explanatory can be just as true as the ones that we give when our interests are
intellectual. If we conceive of perception as the combination of sensational and
reproductive processes, accounting for this interests-oriented realist position
becomes difficult. The beans are not simply the mere projection of describer’s
mind, but they nevertheless reflect the describer’s interests and selective
tendencies.

But we should keep in mind that Putnam does not completely agree with
James. He writes: “I do not, myself, side completely with James, nor do I side
completely with his traditional realist critic” (Putnam 1999, 6). He says that he
agrees with the critic that the world is as it is independently of the interests of the
describer. Therefore, the natural realism that he advocates is in a sense more
realistic than James’ position. However, the traditional realist’s way of
addressing what is wrong with James’ position involves a metaphysical fantasy,
namely that “there is a totality of Forms, or Universals, or ‘properties,” fixed
once and for all, and that every possible meaning of a word corresponds to one of
these Forms or Universals or properties” (Putnam 1999, 6). Siding with James,
Putnam rejects this picture, but he does not on that basis question the
independence of the world as James does. The divergence we have here, I think,
is not as essential as it seems. Questioning the independence of the world is not
the thrust of James’ thought; if it were he could not be called a realist in any
reasonable sense. Rather, the main thrust of his thought is an exploration of the
plural meanings of the world and organizing the findings as “the total sense or
meaning of the world” (WW1J 8:379).
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As long as James achieves the second naiveté, he is in a sense a realist.
Putnam certainly acknowledges this realistic feature of James’ thought. His
problem with James is James’ exaggeration of the reproductive process in
perception. This exaggeration, as Putnam sees it, jeopardizes James’ chance to be
a realist. Putnam’s criticism is well founded, in the traditional sense. But what we
need here is a renewed understanding of the independence of the world, or of
reality. The traditional conception of reality is not suitable for a reading of
James’ realism. In James’ perspectival universe, reality, on one hand, does not
consist of static cuts or discrete elements, but of active pulses; on the other hand,
reality does not consist in a general structure or explanation, but rather in
concrete individual phenomena. He writes, in The Varieties of Religious
Experience, “so long as we deal with the cosmic and the general, we deal only
with the symbols of reality, but as soon as we deal with private and personal
phenomena as such, we deal with realities in the completest sense of the term”
(WW1J 15:393). Having these two aspects of reality in mind, James wishes to
stick to the “aboriginal forms of manyness-in-oneness” (WWJ 4:147) and bring
out the “continuously creative nature of reality” (CWJ 11:377). As he sees it,
reality consists of a tremendous diversity of perspectives, but simply adding up
different perspectives does not form an evolving reality. For him, an organic
reality not only concerns a diversity of perspectives, but also concerns
interrelations among them—influence, interplay, and mutation.

This conception of reality is too idealistic for Putnam to swallow. The
divergence between the two thinkers is therefor obvious. But we should also
notice that this difference is of degree, not of essence. Putnam and James both
would be happy to be called natural realists, though their views of the mind’s
contributions to reality differ. But all in all, the divergence between them is not
so significant. Putnam writes in “The Permanence of William James,” that it may
be helpful “if we realize that access to a common reality does not require access
to something preconceptual. It requires, rather, that we be able to form shared
concepts” (Putnam 1995, 21). At any rate, the insight Putnam draws from James
is this: the mind does not need an interface to contact with the world. We
perceive the world directly and naturally, achieving a kind of naiveté after
working through the dense fog of traditional epistemology; that is why Putnam
wants to call this a second naiveté or cultivated naiveté (Putnam 1999, 14).

3 Transactionalism (Interactionalism): Dewey and Putham

In a 2009 interview (Putnam 2012, 624-39), Putnam specifies his theory of
perception as transactionalism, as distinguished from disjunctivism,
intentionalism, and phenomenism. On one side, he criticizes disjunctivism and
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intentionalism for the claim that discribing the perceived public qualities of the
object we see (in the case of veridical visual experience) exhausts the
phenomenal character of the experience. These points of view are, as Putnam
points out, still in the grip of the “spectator” view of perception that Dewey and
others have criticized: “they fail to see that extent to which what we perceive
depends on a fransaction between ourselves and the environment, and hence they
fail to see that properties we perceive depend on our nature as well as the nature
of the environment.” This failure accounts for the theoretical problem that these
views encounter in the case where “the picket fence has a different look to
someone who has astigmatism than it does to someone with ‘normal’ version”
(Putnam 2012, 636). On the other side, he criticizes these views for
misunderstanding hallucinations and illusions by either denying that there is a
phenomenal quality common to veridical and nonveridical experience, or holding
that phenomenal qualities are simply the information that reaches the brain. He
then suggests a different approach, one which he labels as “liberal
functionalism,” a position that argues that functionally characterized
hallucination is not directly a world-involving state but, instead, that its
functional characterization refers to such a state (Putnam 2012, 637).

In short, Putnam claims, intentionalism treats all experiences, veridical and
nonveridical alike, as representations, while transactionalism “thinks of veridical
experience as externalistically characterized states of the organism, states that
essentically involve the object perceived” (Putnam 2012, 637). And, unlike
disjunctivism, transactionalism denies that “the ‘qualities’ that are seemingly
presented in a hallucination are properties of any real object” (Putnam 2012, 637).
Beside all of those technical issues, Putnam’s transactionalist position is clear:
perception requires a living transaction between an organism and its
environment; and this applies not only to veridical perception, but also to
nonveridical perception (hallucination is not directly a world-involving state, but
its functional characterization refers to such a state). As Putnam sees it, this is
precisely the thrust of Dewey’s thought. He claims, “As Dewey might have put it,
perception is transactional. We are aware of ourselves as in interaction with our
perceptual objects. I am aware of a series of visual, tactile, etc., perspectives on
the chair without ceasing to perceive the chair as an object that does not change
as those perspectives change” (Putnam 1999, 159).

Putnam’s conjecture is well founded, except that Dewey would be more likely
to use the term “transaction” in social and institutional aspects (he discusses legal
transactions in Experience and Nature and transactions between persons and
persons and between persons and groups in The Public and Its Problems), and
uses “interaction” in referring to psychological and physiological aspects.
Therefore, in Dewey’s context, saying perception is transactional (in Putnam’s
sense) is equivalent to saying perception is interactional.
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To justify the position Putnam attributes to Dewey, we shall mainly use two
texts: Experience and Nature and Art as Experience. In Experience and Nature,
Dewey acknowledges different levels or modes of interactions. There is
interaction through a series of primitive doings and undergoings, which, when
they are schematized by psychology, are motor and sensory. There is also a
higher level of interaction in the form of communication. Different levels of
interaction bring different orders of consequence, but, as Dewey sees it, all levels
of interaction are essentially communication in a broader sense. He writes,
“Failure to acknowledge the presence and operation of natural interaction in the
form of communication creates the gulf between existence and essence” (LW
1:133). Dewey also acknowledges the cooperative and competitive relations
among interactions (LW 1:296). That is to say, an interactionist position is not
only concerned about the tension between an organism and its environment, but
it is also concerned about the tension between different levels or modes of
interactions. To put it explicitly, an interaction is not isolated; it is situated in the
situation constituted by the relations between the interaction in question and
other interactions. Therefore, the individuality of an interaction is temporal; it is
always extending or shrinking according to situations, or as Dewey puts it,
“Interacting events have tighter and looser ties, which qualify them with certain
beginnings and endings, and which mark them off from other fields of interaction.
Such relatively closed fields come into conjunction at times so as to interact with
each other, and a critical alteration is effected. A new larger field is formed, in
which new energies are released, and to which new qualities appertain” (LW
1:207-8).

But, if we consider the basic level of interaction, say, the sensation of colors in
the repertoire of theorists of perception, the Deweyan interactionist view is like
this: to name quality red “is to direct an interaction between an organism and a
thing to some object which fulfills the demand or need of the situation” (LW
1:199). This remark implies that the naming of a quality red is not what
happened originally in the situation of an organism sensing a red object. This
situation does not demand the red quality to be expressed, but to be felt. A felt
red is neither the attribution of the subject, nor the quality of the object, but the
“totality of actualized immediate qualitative differences” of a situation (LW
1:231). By dissolving the subject/object distinction into a qualitative whole,
Dewey suggests that we do not treat feeling as the preliminary stage of knowing.
In a Deweyan context, feeling has a much broader and profound application, in
the sense that feeling is the proper mode to express and maintain such holistic
requirements, since any situation-related activity has to be kept whole in order to
achieve further development.

We find a strong application of this point in Art as Experience. On the one
hand, when artists are creating works of art, Dewey says, “Material is ingested
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and digested through interaction with that vital organization of the results of prior
experience that constitutes the mind of the worker” (LW 10:62). Ingesting and
digesting are illuminating metaphors for the interactive process in the creation of
art. Objects are not external to the interaction; rather, as the artistic process
develops, objects become events that interweave with other events, such as the
minds of artists. Artistic creation is a process of objects gradually losing their
enclosedness. On the other hand, in creating their works, artists absorb
themselves in aesthetic situations (Benson 1993, Ch. 2; Benson 2001, Ch. 11).
As a feature of aesthetic experience, absorption “is characteristic of esthetic
experience; but it is an ideal for all experience, and the ideal is realized in the
activity of the scientific inquirer and the professional man when the desires and
urgencies of the self are completely engaged in what is objectively done” (LW
10:285). And, “spontaneity of art is not one of opposition to anything, but marks
complete absorption in an orderly development” (LW 10:285). The process of
artistic creation cannot be the pure release of some inner urge; rather, it always
concerns the piece of work being created; in other words, it is object-oriented.
The integration of artists and their material thus achieved diminishes the
traditional antithesis between form and matter, which treats qualities “as
impressions made by things, and relations that supply meaning as either
associations among impressions, or as something introduced by thought” (LW
10:137). As Dewey sees it, such modes of thinking “proceed from our own
limitations; they are not intrinsic. They spring from apathy, conceit, self-pity,
tepidity, fear, convention, routine, from the factors that obstruct, deflect and
prevent vital interaction of the live creature with the environment in which he
exists” (LW 10:138). To overcome those limitations, a new understanding of
form as well as of matter are required. Dewey recommends an empirical
interactionist description of form: “Interaction of environment with organism is
the source, direct or indirect, of all experience and from the environment come
those checks, resistances, furtherances, equilibria, which, when they meet with
the energies of the organism in appropriate ways, constitute form” (LW 10:152).
One can easily discern the affinity between form and the generic traits of
existence in Dewey’s discussions in Experience and Nature. As for the matter
(object), Dewey’s following remarks are exceptional: “But the object of—or
better in—perception is not one of a kind in general, a sample of a cloud or river,
but is this individual thing existing here and now with all the unrepeatable
particularities that accompany and mark such existences. In its capacity of
object-of-perception, it exists in exactly the same interaction with a living
creature that constitutes the activity of perceiving” (LW 10:181). The fact that
Dewey is not saying this of the object of perception, but of the capacity of
object-of-perception, implies that he advocates a functional characterization of
objects in a manner similar to that of Putnam. An object’s capacity to be the
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object of perception and a subject’s capacity to perceive the object are but two
phases of the same interactive process. Therefore, in Dewey’s (as well as in
Putnam’s) context, a transaction is not a process that operates with a pre-existing
subject and object, but a process within which the organism and its environment
emerge and evolve. Perception, understood in this way, is first and foremost
biological—a plain fact that has been blurred by too many epistemological
jargons.

Putnam would agree with Dewey in treating transaction as an adverbial force
instead of a substantival category waiting to be analyzed. In his recently
published manuscript, Unmodern Philosophy and Modern Philosophy, Dewey
criticizes the philosophical fallacy of converting self as an adverbial function into
a noun. He writes, “‘[[Individual,” like ‘radical’ and ‘generic,” is an adjective.
And the adjective force is itself derived from an adverbial force and function.”
He continues, “A surprisingly large number of fallacious philosophical views
originate through conversion of qualities of activities (expressed linguistically by
adverbs) into adjectives and then hypostatizing adjectival functions into nouns,
the latter being then taken to stand for steer entities. The ‘concept’ of ‘the
individual’ constitutes one of the most harmful of these philosophic errors”
(Dewey 2012, 187). If we follow Dewey’s suggestion and treat categories like
“subject,” “object,” “perception,” and “experience” all as adverbs, the mystical
operation of a subject grasping an object would no longer be our primary concern.
Perception happens naturally as the result of interaction between an organism and
its environment. The nature of such transactional process resists any dichotomy.

LR INT3

4 From James to Dewey: Two Versions of Second Naiveté

We have put James and Dewey in two different contexts with regard to their
respective relationships with Putnam. However, this does not mean that these
two contexts are disconnected. Putnam acknowledges the connection perfectly
well. He says, “I might have titled these lectures [1994 Dewey lectures]
‘Aristotelian Realism Without Aristotelian Metaphysics.” But I could equally
have titled them ‘Deweyan Realism.” For Dewey, as I read him, was concerned
to show that we can retain something of the spirit of Aristotle's defense of the
commonsense world, against the excesses of both the metaphysicians and the
sophists, without thereby committing ourselves to any variant of the
metaphysical essentialism that Aristotle propounded.” Putnam also talks about
“Dewey’s realism,” which he says was influenced, in turn, by James (Putnam
1999, 4-5).

Whether Dewey’s position can be labeled as a type of realism influenced by
James remains an issue of controversy, for we know that Dewey maintains a
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delicate position in the murkiness of idealism/realism debates. However, “the
spirit of Aristotle's defense of the commonsense world” (Putnam 1999, 4) is plain
and obvious in Dewey’s thought.

As we have discussed, Putnam suggests that we characterize James’ natural
realism as a kind of second naiveté. If we consider the commonsensical features
of Dewey’s position, it then ceases to be appropriate for us to put him and James
in the same vein. But still, we need to distinguish James’ second naiveté and
Dewey’s second naiveté in the following three respects.

First, although both question the falsity of post-seventeenth-century Western
philosophy insofar as external things cause certain subjective experiences to
unfold in an appropriate way, James’ realism holds that successful perception is a
sensing of aspects of the reality “out there” and not a mere affectation of
subjectivity by those aspects, while Dewey’s “realism” wants to overcome such
falsity by emphasizing the qualitative whole of the organism and its environment
within a situation. Therefore, James’ naiveté is about the contribution of
subjectivity to a perception, while Dewey’s naiveté is about the irreducibility and
primacy of the interaction between organism and its environment in perceiving
process.

Second, as Putnam rightly points out, unlike Austin and Wittgenstein, James
treats natural realism as an “alternative metaphysical account,” while Putnam’s
own viewpoint, as | assume, is that natural realism is “a way of completing the
task of philosophy,” a way of “seeing the needlessness and the unintelligibility of
a picture that imposes an interface between ourselves and the world” (Putnam
1999, 41). This tendency toward a more methodological approach puts Putnam
more in the camp of Dewey than in that of James. As Dewey claims in his 1910
essay, Valid Knowledge and the “Subjectivity of Experience,” “the future is with
the question of the differences between a good knowledge and a bad knowledge,
not with the problem of knowledge ueberhiaupt” (MW 6:86). James would never
share Dewey’s tendency to suspend metaphysics and to give full weight to
methodological concerns. Therefore, in this sense, James’ naiveté is
metaphysical, while Dewey’s naiveté is methodological. There is, however, a
complexity in Putnam’s case. On one hand, like James, he thinks that every
theory of perception needs a metaphysical foundation; on the other hand, he finds
Dewey’s naiveté to be right to the point of dissolving and resolving major
shortcomings in mainstream epistemology. But, if we consider the fact that he
has labeled his own position as transactionalism in recent years, we have
sufficient reasons to believe that he is operating more on the basis of something
like Dewey’s naiveté.

Third, though both sought a way out of the murkiness of the realism/idealism
debates, James’ realism is essentially a unique choice of position within the
context of the debate, while Dewey truly dissolves the context. Dewey’s
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transactionalism does not simply bring subjectivity and objectivity together, but
conceives of subjectivity and objectivity as instruments in interactive situations.
Putnam appreciates Dewey’s project, but he also admires James’ natural realistic
insight. Therefore, as the development of Putnam’s thought informs us, he holds
that James’ second naiveté needs the support of the Deweyan account of
experience, which is the biological and cultural context within which the
interactions happen and evolve. That is why Putnam finds John McDowell’s idea
of “second nature” appealing and convincing, and why he is at home with the
pragmatic tradition.

At any rate, as Putnam’s sees it, James’ and Dewey’s respective positions can
be viewed as realism in the sense they both reveal some “real” features of the
“real” perceiving process. Moreover, as Putnam sees it, James’ realism needs to
be supplemented by Dewey’s transactionalism in order to provide a more
complete picture of perception. To describe the supplemental insight provided by
Dewey, we might use Dewey’s own words in Art as Experience: “Experience is
the result, the sign, and the reward of that interaction of organism and
environment which, when it is carried to the full, is a transformation of
interaction into participation and communication” (LW 10:28). James’ natural
realism acknowledges the fact that perception is a rich process where the subject
ingests and digests the object, but to put this idea into play, we need Dewey’s
transactionalism to mobilize the process. That is why Putnam wants to advance
from James’ insight to Dewey’s. Only in this way, will the “journey from the
familiar to the familiar” (Putnam 1999, 41) not be blocked by false abstraction
and artificial conception.
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