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Hilary Putnam

Hilary Putnam, (born July 31, 1926, Chicago, 

Illinois, U.S.—died March 13, 2016), leading 

American philosopher who made major 

contributions to metaphysics, epistemology, the 

philosophy of mind, the philosophy of language, the 

philosophy of science, the philosophy of 

mathematics, and the philosophy of logic. 
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Context



Analytic Philosophy

The Analytic Pioneers: Russell, the Early Wittgenstein, and Moore

Logical Positivism

Ordinary Language Philosophy and the Later Wittgenstein

Three Revivals

Normative Philosophy including Rawls and Practical Ethics

History of Philosophy

Metaphysics: Strawson, Quine, Kripke

Naturalism including Experimentalism and Its 

Challenge to Intuitions



Pragmatism

Neopragmatism: Rorty

Post-Analytic Philosophy



Continental Philosophy

Phenomenology and Related Currents
Husserl’s Phenomenology
Existential Phenomenology, Hermeneutics, 
Existentialism

Critical Theory
Critical Theory and the Critique of 
Instrumental Reason
Habermas

The Later Heidegger
Derrida’s Post-Structuralism



Analytic Philosophy

The Analytic Pioneers: Russell, the Early Wittgenstein, and Moore

Bertrand Russell, his pupil Ludwig Wittgenstein, and their 

colleague G. E. Moore – the pioneers of Analytic philosophy –

shared the view that ‘all sound philosophy should begin with an 

analysis of propositions’ (Russell 1992: 9; first published in 1900). 

In Russell and Wittgenstein such analysis was centrally a matter of 

logic. (Note, however, that the expression ‘Analytic philosophy’ 

seems to have emerged only in the 1930s.)



Logical Positivism

We witness the spirit of the scientific world-conception 

penetrating in growing measure the forms of personal and 

public life, in education, upbringing, architecture, and the 

shaping of economic and social life according to rational 

principles. The scientific world-conception serves life, and 

life receives it. The task of philosophical work lies in […] 

clarification of problems and assertions, not in the 

propounding of special “philosophical” pronouncements. The 

method of this clarification is that of logical analysis.

The foregoing passages owe to a manifesto issued by the 

Vienna Circle (Neurath, Carnap, and Hahn 1973: 317f. and 

328). 



Ordinary Language Philosophy

The majority of ordinary language philosophers did hold, 

with Austin, that such analysis was not the ‘the last word’ in 

philosophy. Specialist knowledge and techniques can in 

principle everywhere augment and improve it. But natural or 

ordinary language ‘is the first word’ (Austin 1979: 185; see 

also Analytic Philosophy, section 4a).

The later Wittgenstein did hold, or at least came close to 

holding, that ordinary language has the last word in 

philosophy.



Revival

Normative Philosophy

A metaphysical conception of justice appeals to 

something beyond such contingencies. However: despite 

advocating the political conception, Rawls appeals to an 

‘overlapping consensus’ (his term) of metaphysical 

doctrines. The idea here, or hope, is this (Rawls, section 

3; Freeman 2007: 324–415). Citizens in modern 

democracies hold various and not fully inter-compatible 

political and social ideas. But those citizens will be able 

to unite in supporting a liberal conception of justice.



Revival

History of Philosophy

It can suggest rolesthat philosophy might take today by 

revealing ways in which philosophy has been embedded in 

a wider intellectual and sociocultural frameworks. A more 

radical view, espoused by Charles Taylor (1984: 17) is 

that, ‘Philosophy and the history of philosophy are one’; 

‘we cannot do the first without also doing the second.’



Revival

Metaphysics

Quine saves metaphysics from positivism. More 

judiciously put: Quine’s conception, if correct, saves 

metaphysics from the verifiability criterion (q.v. section 

2.b). For the notion of the web of belief implies that 

ontological beliefs – beliefs about ‘the most general traits 

of reality’ (Quine 1960: 161) – are answerable to 

experience. And, if that is so, then ontological beliefs 

differ from other beliefs only in their generality.



Naturalism

Ontological naturalism holds that the entities treated by 

natural science exhaust reality. Metaphilosophical

naturalism – which is the focus in what follows – asserts a 

strong continuity between philosophy and science. A 

common construal of that continuity runs thus. 

Philosophical problems are in one way or another 

‘tractable through the methods of the empirical sciences’ 

(Naturalism, Introduction). Now, within meta-

philosophical naturalism, one can distinguish empirical 

philosophers from experimental philosophers (Prinz

2008). 



Pragmatism

Humanism notwithstanding, pragmatism 

was not hostile to religion. Dewey could 

endorse religion as a means of articulating 

our highest values. James tended to hold 

that the truth of religious ideas was to be 

determined, at the broadest level, in the 

same way as the truth of anything else. 

Peirce, for his part, was a more traditional 

philosophical theist.



Neopragmatism

‘[N]othing counts as justification unless by 

reference to what we already accept […] 

[T]here is no way to get outside our beliefs 

and our language so as to find some test 

other than coherence’ (Rorty 1980: 178). 

Rorty infers that ‘the notion of 

“representation,” or that of “fact of the 

matter,”’ has no ‘useful role in philosophy’ 

(Rorty 1991b: 2). We are to conceive 

ourselves, or our conceptions, not as 

answerable to the world, but only to our 

fellows.



Post-Analytic

A third characteristic feature of post-Analytic 

philosophy is the rejection of a certain kind of 

narrow professionalism. That sort of 

professionalism is preoccupied with specialized 

problems and tends to be indifferent to broader 

social and cultural questions. One finds a break 

from such narrow professionalism in Cavell, in 

Rorty, in Bernard Williams, and to an extent in 

Putnam.



Math



Diophantine Equations

Among other projects, he worked on one of the 23 

unsolved problems in mathematics identified by 

David Hilbert in 1900: that of finding a general 

algorithm for solving Diophantine equations 

(polynomial equations, named after Diophantus of 

Alexandria, involving only integer constants and 

allowing only integer solutions). The basis for a 

proof that the problem is unsolvable was provided 

by Putnam, Martin Davis, and Julia Robinson in 1961 

and completed by Yuri Matiyasevich in 1970.



Conceptual Truth

… against some other contemporary major 

philosophers; for instance, I defend his (Putnam) 

conceptual relativism, his conceptual pluralism, as 

well as his analysis of the realism/anti-realism 

debate.



Indispensable Argument

The most prominent proponents of the 

indispensability argument have been W.V. Quine

and Hilary Putnam.

The major premise states that we should believe 

that mathematical objects exist if we need them in 

our best scientific theory. The minor premise 

claims that we do in fact require mathematical 

objects in our scientific theory. The argument 

concludes that we should believe in the abstract 

objects of mathematics.



Science



Realism

… in science and mathematics of the phenomenon 

of equivalence between different theories or 

descriptions. Such equivalent theories can differ in 

their respective ontologies (e.g., one adducing 

forces, the other fields) and still predict and 

explain the very same phenomena.



Brain in a Vat

“In short,” Putnam concluded, “if we 

are brains in a vat, then ‘We are brains 

in a vat’ is false.” The brains-in-a-vat 

hypothesis is thus paradoxical and self-

defeating.



Twin Earth

In philosophy of language, along with Saul Kripke and others, he developed 

the causal theory of reference, and formulated an original theory of 

meaning, introducing the notion of semantic externalism based on a thought 

experiment called Twin Earth.



Quantum

In 2005, he wrote that he rejected the many-

worlds interpretation because he could see no 

way for it to yield meaningful probabilities.[94] 

He found both de Broglie–Bohm theory and the 

spontaneous collapse theory of Ghirardi, 

Rimini, and Weber to be promising, yet also 

dissatisfying, since it was not clear that either 

could be made fully consistent with special 

relativity's symmetry requirements.



Pragmatism-Pluralism

Pluralistic realism is a fitting name for Putnam's 

"third way." The "third way" is an intermediary 

between relativism, which we might well call 

"pluralistic conventionalism," ( I make a case for 

construing relativism as pluralistic…) and 

metaphysical realism. 



Pseudo-Science



Kritik Demarkasi

Demarkasi sains adalah sah. Dan, ada pendekatan

saintifik lain yang sama valid. Di sisi lain, terdapat

beberapa proposisi sains yang tidak dapat

difalsifikasi karena terpisah jauh dalam ruang dan

waktu.



Kritik Paradigma

Pengembangan sains berdasar paradigm tertentu

adalah sah. Tetapi, realism sains adalah obyektif

tidak subyektif. Dari beragam pendekatan yang 

berbeda-beda, pendekatan sains-matematis adalah

salah pendekatan terbaik terhadap realism 

obyektif.



Fact-Value Collapse

… his (Putnam) critique of the traditional fact-value 

dichotomy—that is, the distinction between what is 

(facts) and what ought, or ought not, to be (norms 

and values).



Comparations

Science vs Non-science

Good-science vs Bad-science

Correct-science vs Error-science

Pseudo-science: Bad-science without ethics

Pseudo-science: Error-science without ethics



Ontology



Renew Philosophy

He (Putnam) also displayed an interest in 

metaphilosophy, seeking to "renew philosophy" from 

what he identified as narrow and inflated concerns.



Internal Realism

He adopted a rather different view, which he 

called "internal realism" or "pragmatic realism". 

Internal realism is the view that, although the 

world may be causally independent of the 

human mind, the world's structure—its division 

into kinds, individuals and categories—is a 

function of the human mind, and hence the 

world is not ontologically independent.



Pre-structured

The answer must be that the world does not come 

pre-structured but that the human mind and its 

conceptual schemes impose structure on it. 

In Reason, Truth, and History, Putnam identified 

truth with what he termed "idealized rational 

acceptability."



Ethics



Without “Ontology”

Putnam states that there is no ‘ontology’ in ethics. 

For him, there is nothing wrong with ethics, rather 

there is something wrong with metaphysics. The 

ethics cannot be justified from a non-ethical 

standpoint of view. In this way, Putnam challenges 

both inflationary ontological ethics and 

deflationary ontological ethics and he bids goodbye 

to all varieties of ontologies.



Pluralism Ethics

He replaced ‘ethical ontology’ with that of 

pragmatic pluralism: the recognition that we 

employ in our everyday lives different kinds of 

discourses, discourses subject to different 

standards and possessing different sorts of 

applications that all contribute to the description 

of reality.



Objective without “Object” 

He argues persuasively that the attempt to provide 

an ontological explanation of the objectivity of 

either mathematics or ethics is, in fact, an attempt 

to provide justifications that are extraneous to 

mathematics and ethics—and is thus deeply 

misguided.
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