












































REFLECTIONS ON VAILATI'S PRAGMATISM / xci

As we have discussed in the subsection "Application of Vailati's cri­
terion to different domains of existence," Vailati extends his analysis of
existence in terms of conditional expectations to mental dispositions,
claiming that judgments on existence of mental dispositions, i.e., things
like attitudes, concepts, memories, etc., also result from a belief in the
connection between some experiences and some actions. He illustrates
this point by drawing attention to the fact that we assert the existence
of qualities of character, like being irritable, not because. the person
is angry at some point, but because he would get angry given certain
conditions and stimuli that would not make other people angry.

The "internal" world, no less than the "external" one, does not consist
only of what is "in act," in a given moment, but it also consists of what
is "in potency." Pikler's sentence, "the 'would-be' of presentation is the
'is' of objective existence," can be applied to one as well as the other
(Vaiiatiand Calderoni, 1909b, this volume, p. 246).

Like the other traditional pragmatists, Vailati emphasizes the idea
that feelings or sensations involve not only mental states, but also dis­
positions to act in certain ways. It is this behavioral aspect included in
the pragmatic conception of feelings and sensations that makes possible
to talk meaningfully about fake feelings or illusory sensations.25 Such
behavioral aspects would thus guarantee the possibility of developing
objective beliefs about sensations and feelings. We have stressed before
how this view closely resembles Wittgenstein's conception of sensations
in his Philosophical Investigations.

Some ignored lessons from James' The Principles of
Psychology

Let us turn now to Vailati's most outdated theses about the mind.
They basically result from his endorsement of a Brentanian concep­
tion of mental states. In "On the Logical Import of the Classifica­
tion of Mental Facts Proposed by Franz Brentano" (1901), Vailati
adopts Brentano's hierarchical tripartition of conscious states: repre­
sentations (sensations, remembered sensations, ideas... ), expectations
(beliefs, convictions, hopes), and volitions (desires, preferences). Three
kinds of propositions correspond respectively to the three kinds of men­
tal states: analytic propositions, assertions, and propositions expressing
evaluations or judgments of value. Vailati argues for a drastic separa-

25 "In cases 'like these we talk about fake compassion or fake enthusiasm; we say
that a person thinks they love, but do not, showing that when we assert that
someone is enthusiastic or in love, we do not intend to assert the presence, in this
person, of a state of mind, but also the presence of plans of 'actions' or dispositions
to act in specific ways" (Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, this volume, p. 246).
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tion between the three mental states, claiming that no judgment of
one kind can be used to support a judgment of any of the other kinds.
In other words, inferences would only be valid within the same kind
of propositions. Accordingly, he rejects naturalist ethics, like utilitar­
ianism. And, in general, as he did in other papers, he criticizes the
ambiguity of linguistic expressions with respect to the kind of proposi­
tions that they are expressing, as a source of philosophical and scientific
misunderstanding. There are at least two points that seem question­
able. First, whether, after Quine, analytic and synthetic propositions
can be so drastically separated, something which would even conflict
with some of the views later adopted by Vailati. Second, whether nor­
mative judgments should not be influenced by factual or descriptive
judgments-the very possibility of normative naturalism, so akin· to
pragmatic epistemology, would require this. A further problem is that,
in Vailati's latter works, he does not acknowledge any relevant role to
be played by representationsin so far as they are not part of a certain
class of expectations.

"The Distinction Between Knowledge and Will" (1905b) connects
quite closely with the paper about Brentano's classification of mental
states, to which Vailati makes reference in this later article. Again, he
insists that factual assertions should be kept completely apart from
normative or value judgments. The first would always imply some pre­
dictions on what would happen if some circumstances were verified, the
second, by contrast, would imply our desire that such circumstances
were verified, as well as our disposition to produce or prevent them.
The principle of non-contradiction would apply only to assertions, not
to value judgments. Here also Vailati warns us against possible con­
fusions, due to the fact that propositions of one kind would assume
the appearance of those of the other kind (taking the indicative form
instead of the imperative one). The confusion would make that differ­
ences in taste and aspirations be misunderstood as differences in belief
(the inverse case is not mentioned in the paper, although it is quite
common too). Consequently, scientists, according to Vailati, should not
claim any special authority in deciding the value of scientific results,
nor in judging the use that should bemade of them. As an example of
normative aspects "hidden" under factual ones, he mentions the ordi­
nary concept of cause, which amounts to the concept of constant an­
tecedent of a fact. In analyzing how the constant antecedent is usually
recognized, Vailati draws our attention to the fact that our criterion
to choose a small group of antecedent events, among all the existing
ones, is based on the belief that antecedents within such group are
more modifiable or more easily influenced by us. We, therefore, would
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usually take into account antecedents that suggest responsabilities. It
is interesting to notice that here Vailati begins by accepting that will
and desires can affect beliefs, an acceptance that is not maintained in
other papers, where he points out that they may affect thought but
not beliefs, considering the latter at least questionable. Moreover, as
we pointed out in the subsection "Rejection of the Jamesian theses
about the will's influence on belief," one of his main criticisms against
James' pragmatic approach lies in the assumption that the will can
highly influence thought, but not so beliefs. .

Another problem concerning the above thesis regards the fact that
it implies an unjustified separation between thought and belief. While
such separation is analytically possible, it is not supported by a phe­
nomenological description of our thoughts, which is the one at issue in
Vailati's argument. The rigid, Brentanian classification of mental facts
endorsed by Vailati, sharply contrasts with William James' account of
mental phenomena from The Principles of Psychology, especially Ch.
IX on the stream of thought.

We do note that, contrary to James, Vailati explicitly avoids any
analysis of experience in psychological terms, rather, he attempts a
logical analysis of empirical meaning, as well as of the conditions to as­
sert objective existence. Therefore, their main new ideas are developed
from very different perspectives, and could even be regarded as com­
plementary in some respects. Yet, as we have seen, Vailati does explore
the nature of the mind in some of his works, resorting to Brentano's
approach, and apparently ignoring James' persuasive account.

Proceeding to the main points of interest, it seems that James' criti­
cism against the empiricist account of experience turns out to be much
more elaborate than Vailati's. James clearly rejects the idea that ex­
perience can be decomposed into simple sensations, which stand for
real qualities in the outer world. Although both philosophers would
agree that the immediate data of experience are always complex, rela­
tional, and inferential, only James emphasizes the idea that they form
a unity.26 When Vailati states that immediate sensations are not re­
liable, James might simply deny their existence. Furthermore, James
did not restrict his criticisms to the empiricist approach but extended
them also to the Kantian notion of experience, which Vailati, on the
other hand, left quite unexplored. According to James, both empiri­
cists and apriorists share a wrong initial hypothesis, namely, that there

26 HThe next point to make clear is that, however complex the object may be,
the thought of it is one undivided state of consciousness/' (James, 1890, Vol. I,
Ch. IX, p.277). Earlier in the same work James says: "Knowledge about a thing is
knowledge of its relatimis," ibid., p. 260.
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are basic units of experience that are combined in our mind. It is not
surprising that, in criticizing the thesis of the modularity of the mind
put forward by Jerry Fodor, Hilary Putnam stresses the currentvalid­
ity of James' account of mental functions (Putnam, 1992, chap. 3, note
21). The latter would have prevented us repeatedly against the mistake
(made by Fodor) consisting in identifying a mental function with the
brain mechanism that is necessary for that function. Putnam insists on
James' idea that the same brain "marks" can perform many different
functions.

We agree with Putnam's remark, but with a qualification we consider
fundamental. As in a modern multicore personal computer, the brain
as a more subtle system, has a many-many relation between global
functions and local computations by various collections of synchronized
neurons, a phenomenon we would expect in any rich computational
setup. So there is no need to appeal to mental functions to make the
point. (We quote a related remark by James, in footnote 28.)

Another interesting aspect from James' philosophy, which is not dis­
cussed by Vailati, is the denial that the Lamarckian notion of evolu­
tion can account for the structure of human mind, The evolutionary
aspects of the mind, which Peirce had already emphasized in develop­
ing the epistemological side of pragmatism, were somehow neglected
in Vailati's approach. James, on the contrary, developed an advanced
study of how the structure of human mind resulted from evolution. In
the 150th anniversary of the On the Origin of Species (1859) and the
200th anniversary of Darwin's birth (1809), it is interesting to notice
James' decided resort to the Darwinian notion of evolution. He explains
mental structure (whose existence he does acknowledge) on that basis,
mainly as the result of genetic, accidental variations becoming natu­
rally selected. Even scientific conjectures would be, in the first place,
"a 'spontaneous variation' in some one's brain." On the other hand, the
notion of accidental or spontaneous variation has no place in Vailati's
analysis of experience. In considering the zoological distinction between
two modes of origin of brain structur~oneby way of adaptation, the
other by way of accidental variation-James clearly commits to the
second as the one which promotes a more stable, hereditary mental
structure:

In zoological evolution we have two modes in which an animal race
may grow to be a better match for its environment. First, the so-called
way of 'adaptation,' in which the environment may itself modify its
inhabitant by exercising, hardening, and habituating him to certain
sequences, and these habits may, it is often maintained, become hered­
itary. The second, the way of 'accidental variation,' as Mr. Darwin
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termed it, in which certain young are born with peculiarities that help
them and their progeny to survive. That variation of this sort tend to
become hereditary, no one doubts (James, 1890, Vol. II, Ch. XXVIII,
p. 627).27

Maybe due to this commitment, the question of whether or to what ex­
tent the mind has representational capacities is better clarified within
the approach offered by James. According to him, the brain structure
obtained from adaptation corresponds to the kind of structure the outer
world impresses on us, that resulting from accidental variation, on the
other hand, does not mirror the relations in the natural environment.
To put it in James' terminology: each kind of origin of mental structure
involves "wholly disparate natural cycles of causation" (1890, Vol. II,
Ch. XXVIII, p. 628). The role of accidental variations in generating
inward relations among out objects of thought, rather than reproduc­
tions of the outer order, would equate scientific beliefs with ethical
and aesthetic ones, the main important difference between them being
the requirement that scientific beliefs be congruent with the time-space
relations of the outer world.

There is, however, a substantial affinity between James and Vailati
concerning their interest in characterizing objective existence, and vin­
dicating the distinction between appearance and reality by appeal­
ing to the experiential conditions that would support our belief that
some object, quality or relation has objective existence. Both stress the
importance of certain experiences being repeatable, as well as inter­
subjectively acknowledged.28 Although, in this respect, we think that
Vailati is the one introducing some novel and clarifying ideas, in par­
ticular, his view that any assertion of objective existence requires suc­
cessful manipulation of phenomena, that is, the recurrent satisfaction
of certain conditional expectations determined by the stable effects of
our actions. By contrast, the notion of expectation is not so central
in James' account of objective existence, whose determination would
be instead more dependent on the role of selective attention and the
stability of outer relations: "Apart from purpose, of course, no realities
ever are absolutely and exactly the same" (1890, Vol. II, Ch. XXVIII,

27The argument against the hereditary nature of adaptive, non-accidental vari­
ations is more convincingly developed in the section of "The Origin of Instincts,"
(1890, Vol. II, Ch. XXVIII, pp. 679-688).

28 "[...] -there is no proof that the same bodily sensation is ever got by us twice.
What is got twice is the same object," (James, 1890, Vol. I, Ch. IX, p. 232). Further
in this work, we find the following: "For and identical sensation to recur it would
have to occur the second time in an unmodified brain. But as this, strictly speaking,
is a physiological impossibility, so is an unmodified feeling an impossibility," (ibid.}
pp' 233-234). "Knowledge about a thing is knowledge of it relations," (ibid., p. 260).
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p. 650, n. 15).
The philosophical proximity between James and Vailati becomes

manifest also in their discussion of other subjects, like those of a pri­
ori knowledge, nonsense or meaningless expressions, naturalistic meta­
physics, or the role of idealization in science. With regard to a priori
knowledge, both deny that it can provide a foundation for empirical
knowledge, and insist that analytical, necessary, a priori truths do not
carry any information about the world, but just about our language
(Vailati) or mental categories (James). Interestingly enough, only the
latter emphasizes the invariable character of our elementary mental cat­
egories for long evolutionary periods, consequently, agreeing with the
apriorists in the description.of our current mental categories, although
disagreeing with them as to the origin of those categories, which is nat­
ural, according to James. Those fixed mental categories are responsible
for the necessary character of analytic truths, which seems stronger
than that mere necessity derived from the structure of language. Be­
cause of such categories being invariable in a certain sense, and im­
plying certain necessary relations, if they happen to harmonize with
the real classes of objects and relations in the world, then any inferred

. analytic truth would also be empirically true. Yet, James claims that
this harmony is not only difficult to ascertain, but even very frequently
discarded by experience.

Closing remarks

Vailati's legacy to pragmatism includes, among other contributions,
the development of a criterion of empirical meaningfulness, an analy­
sis of the experience of objective existence, a decided acknowledgment
of semantics' subordination to pragmatics, as well as a careful examc
ination of the role that inferential usefulness plays both in language,
by determining meaning, and in science by determining the choice of
postulates. The idea that the empirical meaningfulness of an assertion
depends on the predictive elements it involves has been adopted also
by neopositivists, but the distinction between proper and conditional
expectations can only be found in Vailati's work, and it is that dis­
tinction which reveals deliberate actions as the grounds for objectivity.
Without manipulations and studied interactions with the environment,
the predictions that we could formulate would not suffice to develop be­
liefs about objective, permanent existence. Vailati also deserves credit
for showing that this is so in every domain of existence, i.e. in the
domain of physical objects and properties as much as in the domain
of psychological dispositions. On the other hand, the double role, se-
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mantic and epistemic, that he ascribes to the inferential usefulness of
assertions, not only connects with recent developments in the philoso­
phy of language, but also makes it possible to reconcile the traditional
features of a pragmatic epistemology: anti-foundationalism, fallibilism,
anti-skepticism, and naturalism. 29

With his own original viewpoint, Vailati managed to refine and fur­
ther develop some of the main theses from Peirce. In doing so he pro­
vided important applications, such as the emphasis on predictions, to
clarify the meaning of different controversial assertions coming from
both philosophical and scientific fields. We can say that he not only
refined pragmatic methods, but also tried to make sure they worked
well.
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