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Foreword

n my long philosophical career, now extending well over fifty years, |

have worked out a systematic body of philosophical thought. But the
extensive and diffuse nature of my publications—attested by the bibliogra-
phy at the end of this volume—make it difficult to see the forest for the
trees. The ideas very much need to be coordinated and rendered synopti-
cally perspicuous. In producing this overview of my work on rationality,
values, and social responsibility, Nicholas Moutafakis has rendered a sub-
stantial contribution to my cause, making it easier to see how various scat-
tered pieces fit together to form a combined body of thought. | am much
indebted and deeply grateful for the excellent job he has done in producing
this accessible and comprehensive account.

Nicholas Rescher






PREFACE

embarked on this book in 1997, in the wake of my failing to find a sub-

stantive synoptic study of Nicholas Rescher’s significant contributions to
philosophy. The literature then as now is wanting, in that though many
critical articles and notes have been published on specific facets of Re-
scher’s work, no one has attempted a careful synthesis of his position
across the many decades in which it has evolved. Ernest Sosa's fine an-
thology of critical essays, The Philosophy of Nicholas Rescher, while pro-
viding critical assessments of some of Rescher's ideas and includes Re-
scher's reaction to these studies, provides no synthesis of where Rescher
stands in terms of the history of philosophy and the significance of his
brand of pragmatic idealism. Moreover, in far too many of these essays the
scholarship is on some single point or thesis in one of Rescher’s works,
without any extended consideration of other discussions regarding the
broader implications of what he is saying. What has been lacking for far
too long is a study that would offer the academic community an independ-
ent and responsible overview of at least a mgor component of Rescher’s
philosophy, and how it relates to other philosophical traditions. The task is
surely daunting for anyone to undertake. This is the case not simply from
the viewpoint of the volume of published material, but also from the stand-
point of the variety of the areas of inquiry requiring specia expertise; the
latter ranges from traditional epistemology and metaphysics to contempo-
rary discussions on axiology, decision theory, and the philosophy of sci-
ence.

In listening to conversations about Rescher’s impact on contemporary
philosophy, the common refrain seems aways to turn on the point that
there is “yet another book” to appear, and that it is thus impossible to cap-
ture a full statement of his work as long as things are being produced. It
seemed to me, however, that this was hardly a reason to defer action, but a
stimulus to pursue avenues whereby a picture could be produced of an a-
ready amazing and still on-going legacy. A dynamic resonance continues
in his work, which from the outset has crossed over to many different
fields of philosophical discussion. The challenge was in coming up with
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some motif that would bring together as many themes as possible into a
coherent account, while preserving the natural energy and integrity of Re-
scher’s work overall. A strictly serial approach would have collapsed from
the shear volume and variety of his publications, leaving the reader no bet-
ter off than before. Trying to do everything would just be too much! What
seemed to be needed was a strategy that begins with a central focal point, a
starburst of sorts that could be explored and followed along as it illumi-
nates a cluster of interesting themes emerging throughout the corpus of his
work. This | found when | carefully considered his early rendition of the
notion of “Rationality.” The latter, as a concept that involves both the de-
liberative and the evaluative dimensions of consciousness, forms the nexus
for other discussions in many of his later works. It isinvolved in his ex-
planations of how human intelligence emerges, what constitutes the basis
for the justification of moral decision making, how we define the notions
of person and value, and what comprises the rationale for social responsi-
bility. It is aso at the basis of his critique of various philosophical posi-
tions, such as Scepticism, Utilitarianism, Positivism, Moral Relativism,
and Existentialism.

Having come upon a strategy for bringing certain strands of his thought
together systematically, the next step was to make certain that the end re-
sult did not distort the integrity of the original. Thisisto say that the over-
arching design, as proposed, had to be appropriate and fair to the content of
Rescher’s own thinking, while allowing this author the liberty of inserting
his assessment of the material at certain points. Moreover, if thiswasto be
awork about Nicholas Rescher’s philosophy, then it had to present him as
his is, a philosopher reacting to the philosophical ideas and traditions sur-
rounding him in a manner that reveals his persona creative take over a
long and historically significant period. A pervasive theme in his work
speaks to support the ancient belief that philosophy is not to be closeted
away in an ivory tower, but belongs in the life of a community as a vibrant
and liberating force. Hence it is appropriate to regard this present effort as
a philosophical portrait, since portraits are of living subjects. They are in-
tended to capture for posterity some nuance of the essence and character of
an individual, involved in the enterprise of life. Anaogously, Rescher’s
philosophical portrait presents the philosophical overviews of a thinker
who has sought to see lived experience in terms of the grandeur of ideas
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and the nobility of the human spirit. This, therefore, had to be more than a
book that deals exclusively with technical philosophical details. It has to
present Rescher in the arena of what had come to be contemporary western
philosophy in the last half of the twentieth century. The book needed to
provide a portrait of someone who has never shunned defending the cen-
trality of philosophy in public affairs. Thus though not a personal portrait,
the book is intended to be about Rescher’s professional life as a philoso-
pher. This meant working with Professor Rescher in the course of plan-
ning this material, and determining whether the course | had chosen was
indeed suitable for what was desired. In this regard | wish to express my
deepest gratitude to Professor Nicholas Rescher for reviewing the draft of
my final manuscript and providing useful comments toward its expansion
and improvement. Throughout this process | enjoyed the benefits of his
patience, understanding, and encouragement, which have sustained me in
completing this task.

| would also like to thank the Director of the Cleveland State University
Library, Dr. Glenda Thornton and the staff of the interlibrary Loan Service,
especially Ms. Debra L. Durica, for their wonderful work in facilitating my
research efforts,

Nicholas J. Moutafakis
Cleveland State University
September 2006






| ntroduction

N icholas Rescher’s contribution to philosophical inquiry is as profound
initsintellectua depth asit is broadly encompassing in the breadth of
its scope, embracing a vast panorama of human experience. His profes-
sional activity, ranging over half a century, has resulted in an enduring leg-
acy of unigue philosophical discussion, one that speaks to the pressing
need of contemporary civilization to comprehend moral decision making in
terms of the universal and uniquely human requirements of rationality, one
that involves both reason and compassion. The twentieth century has seen
within the halls of Americalls academia the periodic domination and quiet
passing of several philosophical schools. In the early part of that century it
was ldealism, Phenomenology, Pragmatism, and Logical Positivism.
Somewhat later on came Existentialism, and the great number of things
that are included beneath the banner of “Ordinary Language Philosophy.”
More recently, Post Modernism has endeavored to assume the rights to
empire. Towards all of this Rescher’s work manifests a refreshing aloof-
ness, refusing a narrow commitment to any one of these philosophical
movements and classifications.

Thereisin what he says a studious and creative eclecticism which cen-
ters consistently on the idea that at its best philosophy must never loose
sight of the fact that it is meant to address life's real challenges, in their
varied turns, vivid hues, and vexing complexities. His focus is steadily
trained on the broader picture of lived experience, while creating a self-
corrective philosophical system that provides a rational framework for
clarifying the far-reaching ramifications of any philosophical issue, in its
uniquely human experiential context.

Thus it cannot be said that his interest is in a detached academic exer-
cise that is bent upon examining merely the meaning of words or in identi-
fying a possible range of interpretations in some over-worked text. Though
such pursuits surely have their place in the details of the enterprise of phi-
losophical inquiry, Rescher’s efforts go further to illustrate how the doing
of philosophy must relate to our lives as intelligent and thriving human be-
ings, interacting within a civilized social context. Numerous passages can
be cited illustrating Rescher’s commitment to the basic human dimension
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of the philosophical enterprise. One is perhaps most telling in capturing
succinctly the communal essence of his approach. It is found in one of his
earliest works, Introduction to Value Theory, where he notes that in pur-
suing an understanding of the overt role of values in the rationalization of
action, one finds that: “... the language of value must be part of the lan-
guage of common life.”*

Rescher’s commitment to the pivotal role that lived experience has in
articulating philosophical ideas is perhaps no more clearly illustrated than
in the manner with which he argues for his unique interpretation of Ideal-
Ism. He takes care to avoid the traditional vagaries of this position by deal-
ing creatively with concepts developed by philosophers in the past. By re-
casting these concepts in new forms and blending them with contemporary
Innovations, he produces a more powerful explanatory framework for un-
derstanding the world as it manifests itself in our times. For example, in
Conceptual Idealism he presents his theory of transactional cognition that
masterfully combines elements of Kant, Phenomenology, Pragmatism,
evolutionary theory, and Leibniz.2 What is striking here is how he cri-
tiques each of these ingredients individually while taking something useful
from them to create a new synthesis. Thus he regjects Kant’s idea of the
“Ding an sich,” as well as Bradley’s “Absolute.” Both, he argues, are ex-
amples of advocating an “empty idealization”, since these concepts lead to
lines of reasoning that are unworkable.® They require our spesking of
mind-independent particulars, which though patently unknowable, are
taken by their advocates as somehow corresponding to objects that should
be familiar and intelligible to us. This mode of discourse, however, in the
final analysis, does not convey meaningfully any relation of “correspon-
dence’ at all. In such contexts, the realm of the mind-independent is and
always must be cognitively vacuous to us, and none of the categories that
are applicable to particulars of mind-manifest objects can be employed to
describe a “mind-independent reality” so-called, without confounding dif-
ferent conceptual schemes.” However, this does not mean that Rescher to-
tally rgects Kant’s theory of the understanding. He grants that Kant had it
partly right in recognizing the formative power of reason upon experience,
and that without the latter knowledge would be impossible. His own view
of nature, Rescher observes, is mind conditioned, not in a spiritualistic or
transcendentalist sense, but in the sense of being conceptually mind-
involving, or “noomorphic” (mind structured).® Reality-as-we-think-about-
it, Rescher notes, is“amental construct in whose construction mentalesque
elements play a substantial role.”® Here, however, he again backs away
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from going too far with Kant in that he denies that this structuring is tran-
scendentally necessary. Rather he sees it as generated within the constitu-
tion of our ordinary conceptual scheme. Moreover, this schemeis not in it-
self uniquely subjective, as concepts such as the Bradlean Cosmic Mind or
Absolute Spirit require, rather it is rooted in “the generic, public, interper-
sonal capacities of mind”.” The latter develop the “conceptual scaffolding”
which helps make sense of the world in terms of patterns of order, taxo-
nomic organization of experience, explanatory frameworks, social catego-
ries and roles, intentionality and purpose, evaluative categories, etc.?

This is the innovative “transactional” character of his theory of cogni-
tion, which renders his brand of idealism so profoundly creative. He surely
has no use for Husserl’s indefensible “suspension” of the natural view-
point, i.e. the émoymn, just as he has no use for Kant’s “an sich”. These
Ideas introduce a fiction into the discussion, namely that of mind as specta-
tor, fully detached from some “intrinsically unknowable’ independent real-
ity, and yet as somehow making the process of understanding possible. Re-
scher’ s transactionism requires that mind be seen primarily as a contribut-
ing agent adong with extra-experiential reality, so that the resulting
phenomenon is an irreducible synthesis of both. As the outcome of the
transaction, that is the end result, cannot be said to be a solely mind-
independent reality which becomes mind-involving, since that would dis-
own the mind’s own unique contribution when summoned by experience.
Neither can it be said, without again violating the transforming role of
transactionism, that there is a fully formed self, with an innately prefigured
conceptual scheme, that operates on automatic pilot, so to speak, inwardly
surveying experience as raw data and mechanically generating understand-
ing. For the self’s varied capacities to synthesize knowledge are them-
selves dependent on the outcome of the transaction itself. Our knowledge
of the world is thus one that has a Leibnizian verdicality, in that it is con-
sistent with our “warranted theorizing”.’ In this he aims at clinching the
personally transcending objectivity of our knowledge of particulars, since
it is ultimately a knowledge that is causally dependent upon both the nov-
elty and surprise of extra-experiential experience, as well as on the mind's
interpretive role. In this respect, a correspondence theory of truth is in
principle seen to be unsupportable, where this is interpreted as a strictly
referential relation between knowledge claim and “Ding an sich” . Rescher
prefers, as the more reasonable theory, a coherence theory of truth, when
endeavoring to explain the truth-value of propositions about the world. In
the latter case, truth is seen as a judgment emerging at the end of an
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evaluative process, where a proposition is judged true or false with respect
to how it coheres within an established and rationally ordered system of
knowledge claims.

Rescher also reaches further into Philosophy’s rich past to assimilate
from Hegel the useful concept of a communitarian self. In the latter he sees
a valuable component for his pivotal concept of personhood, an absolutely
indispensable ingredient for his theory of values. In this respect he borrows
the Hegelian view that persons are defined partly by the position they share
in relation to others, within a just socia order. To this he adds an element
of persona independence and individuality by incorporating elements of
Nietzsche's notion of a personal self. In the latter he finds much that is of
value in the assertion of one’s independence, and in the insistence upon the
privacy of our inward state. The delicate balancing of these two factors
create Rescher’s uniquely holistic conception of what it is to be a person,
i.e. arationally independent agent who by participating with others in the
shared life of a just community evolves into a morally responsible human
being.

Again, as is characteristic of his eclectic approach, he spurns Hegel’'s
belief in the inexorable logic of historical change as the key and determina-
tive factor in defining a person. For this tends to eradicate all vestiges of
individuality. He replaces Hegel’s restrictive logic with the spontaneous
and pervasive influence of nature's evolutionary process in shaping the
conceptual schemes we have discovered and employed successfully. Re-
scher spurns the extremes of Nietzsche's view of self as well, noting that:
”...someone who exists only unto himself, without relationships of com-
munity and interrelationships with others, is enmeshed in a delusional de-
tachment from the world’s course of things that makes him a freak rather
than a person”.’® Neither does he find anything useful in Nietzsche's focal
concept that life itself is nothing more than the unforgiving “will to
power.” This attitude of thought only serves to dehumanize others by de-
priving them of their sense of self-worth and therefore of their personhood.

It isin this respect that he finds Pragmatism to be a key influence in his
philosophical overview, in that the latter harbors an understanding of the
world that is founded upon beliefs that are both nurtured and challenged by
experience as actually lived. In going in this direction he discovers that he
can be consistent in preserving the important idea of the formative function
of mind, which though itself subject to an evolving process, nonetheless
serves to synthesize our knowledge of thingsin a systematic manner.

The astute eclecticism underlying his approach also requires noting how



INTRODUCTION

he steers clear of Husserl and phenomenological reductionists generally.
For their methods posit an indefensible conceptua divide between mind
per se and phenomena world as “bracketed,” in their parlance. However
he still finds much that is useful in the works of Franz Brentano and Alex
Meinong. Surely within the general tenor of his arguments against the ra-
tionally unsupportable exclusivity that a Cartesian subject/object split en-
genders one discerns a derivation from its original source in Brentano, asis
seen as well in Rescher’s emphasis upon beginning his inquiries by con-
sidering phenomena from a “presentational mode"."* The latter is espe-
cially important to Rescher since his entire philosophical approach is
predicated upon the “irreducible’ presentational immediacy of experience.
Also, in Alexis Meinong he finds much that is useful in the idea that cogni-
tion itself is an evaluative activity. For in saying that something is true or
false about any thing, one is in essence doing nothing less than “judging
the value” of asingle proposition.™

Moreover, it should be noted as well how Rescher’s belief that philoso-
phy, in its truest sense, must be sensitive to the circumstances human be-
ings actually find themselves in, is not open ended. He knows where to
draw the line in recognizing the legitimacy of the philosophical enterprise.
This is exemplified in his American Philosophy Today, where he cites the
present day perversion of pragmatism by some contemporary American
writers who have “turned their backs on” the traditional pragmatic standard
for testing objective adequacy, i.e. they have disregarded the “... individ-
ual-transcending reality principle ...[that] offsets the vagaries of personal
reactions,....”** Labeling them “pseudo-pragmatists,” Rescher notes that
they have substituted pragmatism’s communal concern for “what works for
us’ with their egocentric concern of “what works for me.” This trend has
shamefully laid by the wayside “the classical pragmatic approach that saw
the rational validity of intellectual artifacts to reside in the success of our
conduct of our extra-theoretical affairs....”** These latter day pragmatist,
so-called, and their “murky subjectivism,” are neither pragmatists nor phi-
losophers. For in denigrating the communal dimension of truth they have
forsaken the basis of rationality itself.

Interestingly, there is in what Rescher says about the centrality of life
and its dynamic effect on the pursuit of philosophical understanding a hint
of what John Herman Randall had attempted to explain much earlier, re-
garding the very nature of the philosophical enterprise. In a superbly inci-
sive definition Randall states “...Philosophy is the criticism of the funda-
mental beliefsin any of man’s great cultural enterprises, science, art, relig-
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ion, the moral life, social and practical activity, when some new idea or al-
tered experience has impinged upon them and generates intellectual ten-
sions and maladjustments...."> Randall observes, for example, that for all
of itsinnovative brilliance, Cartesianism was still very much like any other
emergent philosophical movement, in that it reflected the ever-recurring
traditional concerns inherent in humanity’s relentless attempt at compre-
hending the universe it is a part of. This eternal quest, according to Ran-
dall, is generally as old as the Ancient Greeks.'® There are always, he ob-
serves, certain persistent distinctions in the history of philosophy, certain
logical antitheses, which receive attention in every age, though with differ-
ent words and different emphases. These distinctions are at the heart of all
philosophical disputes. the one and the many, permanence and change, the
real and the ideal, reason and experience, form and matter, structure and
process. Though some have looked upon these conceptual structures as
problems to be solved once and for all, for Randall they have become con-
ceptual tools with which philosophers endeavor to make sense of our con-
tinuous experience of the intelligible world. They are, Randall adds, weap-
ons to be used in fighting. The fight itself, the quest, the enemy forever
evolves as ever new in every generation and epoch, but the fighting and
the weapons used, these, Randall says, are as ancient as the Greeks."’

The most radical thinkers, Randall continues, are soaked in tradition,
and in the case noted, Descartes was surely no exception. For he also
sought to champion the belief in an underlying mathematical structure to
the world, not unlike Plato’s in its essential perfection. He rejected the
vacuous and seemingly endless distinctions of the Scholastics, and advo-
cated the pre-eminence of mathematical truth over common sense experi-
ence in understanding and explaining the real world. In al of this he was
armed with the arsenal of the past (Pythagoreanism and Platonism)—
though expanded to include the descriptive power of hisinvention: analyti-
cal geometry, and his battleground was the decayed thinking of his tempo-
ral present, i.e., Scholasticism.™

Analogously, Rescher employs the tools of histimes, i.e., the history of
philosophy, evolutionary theory, propositional logic, decision theory,
probability theory, etc., to define in formal and conceptual terms the char-
acter of possible actions in the uninhibited expression of our rationality. He
Illustrates how one can define and quantify the value of action within a
contemporary context of real life situations. His overarching goal isto pre-
serve and justify the inherent moral core of rationality in decision-making.
A goal generally consistent with certain moral theories of the past yet set

10
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within a contemporary dialogue relating to humanity’ s evolutionary nature.
Moreover, his aim is to address the pressing needs of our contemporary
world, needs that are evidenced by a pervasive corrosion of standards of
honesty, decency, and integrity at the highest levels of our civil, religious,
commercial, and political institutions. The present day indifference toward
the rights of others, toward respecting and furthering the well being of our
fellows, toward cherishing the role reason plays in guiding our choices, etc.
Is an ominous factor that threatens an unsettling future for the survival of
our freedoms.

Significantly, in Randall’s view, the history of ideas is both cumulative
and original. ldeas that satisfy the particular needs of people at a specific
time in their history have a structure of their own. Old ideas are abandoned
for new ones when elements of a culture develop the possibilities of new
experiences. Invariably, the tendency always is to abandon an idea before
it iswell understood and to replace it with a new and more serviceable one.
|deas triumph for only a short time. They speak to the immediate need of
the philosopher to satisfy his desire to explain what is before him. The his-
tory of philosophy manifests not an orderly development of thought
through the ages, but a series of “lootings’, wherein no great philosophy
has ever been thoroughly and rationally refuted. There are alot of discards
in the wake of the history of philosophy. It is littered with ideas that have
been abandoned because they are no longer useful in explaining new ex-
perience. Logica disproof is not what displaces one philosophical move-
ment for another, the culprit, rather, is irrelevance. For Randall, the history
of philosophy may thus be seen as a series of episodes in which philoso-
phers attempt to explain the world in terms of concepts first defined by the
Greeks. Each episode reflects both its own misunderstanding of these fun-
damental conceptual tools, and its creative embellishment of them.

Rescher echoes some of Randall’s basic sentiment on this score in The
Strife of Systems, where he reflects upon how the philosophical enterprise
never lends itself to the total rational refutation of a philosophical interpre-
tation. However, he is cautious in backing away from Randall’s centra
claim that philosophical developments are basically spontaneous and lack
completely any orderly progression. Philosophers, Rescher notes in par-
tially agreeing with Randall, clearly do have their own feel for what is
right, and their sense of what is right is not ever subject to evidential proof
or disputation. “...The central role of cognitive values in philosophizing
means that learning philosophy is not only a matter of mastering facts but
it isalso one of acquiring a“point of view”, of forming cognitive attitudes,

11
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of acquiring affinities and allegiances in matters of exploiting data.”*® No
amount of reasoning ever manages to dislodge the acquired point of view.
It persists and uses reasoning to interpret the facts of the world as it seesiit.
This is why value diversity is inevitable. Philosophical conversions, Re-
scher notes, are not matters of altered courses of reasoning, but of quantum
jumps to a different value outlook.

Having said this, however, Rescher also sees a pressing need to bring
forward something very important that Randall evidently missesin his dis-
cussion of how progress occurs in philosophical inquiry. For thereisadis-
tinction to be drawn between the philosopher’s “gut” reaction to the world
on the one hand, and the evolution of philosophical inquiry on the other.
Whereas the former is something both Randall and Rescher agree plays a
key motivational role in generating a philosophically unique point of view,
the latter, as a process of discourse leading to a fully developed philoso-
phical system, is clearly recognized only by Rescher. Surely without the
presence of critical dialogue the "strife of systems’ could not be what it is,
namely philosophical dialogue. This, Rescher says, constitutes the essential
nature of the evolution of philosophical systems. It is only through the dis-
cussion and criticism of other philosophical theories that philosophers
transform their “gut reaction” to the world into new systems of philosophi-
cal explanation. Their work is not nurtured in a vacuum, as Randall ap-
pears to suggest in several passages. Various philosophies, Rescher is keen
to observe, emerge as rival solutions to shared problems.”® One should also
note here how for Rescher the human element, as one’'s “gut” response to
the world of values mentioned above, is something that remains at the
heart of the enterprise, it both guides and challenges the activity of phi-
losophizing.

This insight aligns itself quite nicely with the popular and philosophi-
cally profound message Lewis Carroll conveys through his story of Achil-
les and the tortoise.”* Despite the efforts of Achilles to convince Tortoise
that given any argument of the form having premises: “if p then ", and
“p”, one must always rationally conclude: “q”, Tortoise stubbornly insists
upon having just one further justification for taking the “actual” step to the
conclusion: “qg". While Achilles patiently and pointlessly supplies the
added rule to secure the concluding inference, sly Tortoise continues to in-
sist upon yet another “additional” justification. A rule justifying “making
him” arrive at the conclusion, and so on ad infinitum. Lewis' point is clear
and very important, it dramatizes the conceptual divide between our pure
formal reasoning and one's inner motivation for action, an insight we will

12
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see Rescher holding as central to his philosophical outlook. For it is the
“gut” reason of everyday life that motivates us to see the world in a certain
way, philosophically, and to act on what seems to us to be right. The ca-
thedrals in the pristine formalisms of logic are lacking in conveying such
motivational power.

Some of the flavor of Rescher’s general approach concerning what the
doing of philosophy involves can also be found to have parallelisms with
Richard Rorty’s views involving the role of rationality in the pursuit of
philosophical truth. The latter's critiqgue of the belief in a universal
rationality has him saying that he would much prefer replacing the notion
expressed by “the force of the better argument” with something like “the
force of the better vocabulary”. By this Rorty means to emphasize the im-
portance of securing “the argument that works best for a given audience,”
as opposed to seeking to find a single argument that somehow is “univer-
sally valid” for everyone at any time.* The reason for this is that universal
validity is prefaced upon the fictional idea of a universal or ideal audience.
In Rorty’ s view it is more realistic to think of doing philosophy in terms of
agiven group of listeners, instead of prejudging your audience as being in-
trinsically better than another. He claims that one must separate rationality
from absolute truth, so that rationality is seen as dealing with notions like
curiosity, persuasion, and tolerance. When a culture comes to adopt this
more expansive view of the rational it can see itself in more secure terms;
as one that is involved in the adventure of changing its moral identity, “...it
can find its identity precisely in its willingness to enlarge its imagination
and merge with other groups, other human possibilities, so as to form the
barely imaginable, cosmopolitan society of the future....”*

Somewhat in line with Rescher, Rorty is pointing to the human dimen-
sion of philosophical activity, where one's view of the world must fit com-
fortably with their evolving philosophical awareness of that world. It will
be seen in the discussions that are to unfold that Rescher also believes that
the “universality of rationality” is not to be construed in some transcendent
platonic sense, nor is it to be regarded relativistically as simply consensus.
Rather it is to be taken in the beneficial and objective sense of that which
ought to be adhered to by every intelligent human being that interacts with
the world at large.

However, one should also be quick to note the profound differences in
their overall view of philosophy, as expounded by Rorty and Rescher.
Though both welcome the need to see human experience within the context
of a presently evolving process, each differs profoundly as to what this

13
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means for the discipline itself. The former advocates a skeptical stance, i.e.
the total abandonment of doing philosophy in any of its traditional ways.
As a contemporary hermeneuticist he advises renouncing the centrally phi-
losophic quest for aternative cognitive methods, preferring to concede to
the natural sciences the general notion of "cognition." The ideais to dis-
solve rather than to resolve philosophical issues. The goal of philosophy,
Rorty insists, should not be an inquiry into matters of fact, but a conversa-
tion into matters of interest. Philosophy’s usefulness, were one to pursue
its study serioudly, is to demonstrate its futility as a productive discipline,
and to illustrate the broad cultural base of the history of ideas.

Rescher’s reaction is clearly quite the opposite of Rorty’s. His own cri-
tique of Rorty is to note how the latter is perhaps too willing to sacrifice
comprehension for a supposed liberation from philosophical discussion and
inquiry. One of philosophy’s major concerns, Rescher observes, is to re-
solve issues dealing with the coherence of our beliefs concerning life and
the world we live in. To abandon philosophy in the manner Rorty suggests
Isto decide to be content with ignorance and incoherence. It takes away the
possibility of making things better, which, in Rescher’s view, is a loss of
great consequence.

Moreover, knowing the history of philosophy is liberating initself in the
sense that it enables us to understand how and why ideas emerged and how
to avoid their unnecessary if not tyrannical control upon our present day
thinking. Thus the many twentieth century “isms’ are not unsatisfying be-
cause they have been rationally refuted, rather their relevance has been
brought into question because of changes in our needs in understanding
things. They were articulated on the basis of philosophers needing to inter-
pret the world of their time, to provide a comprehensive view of life as
once lived, and surely Positivism and Phenomenology have their earlier
counterparts, such as Idealism and Realism, etc. Asking whether we are
“better off” for having entertained these philosophies is asking whether in-
tellectual creativity itself has any value. The answer of course is “yes’.
They and their predecessors, represent one more fight in lived experience,
one more quest, one more attempt to make sense of life; and Philosophy
was there, as Randall would say, to prepare the combatants, to shout the
battle cry, and to point to the possibility of something more serene beyond
the tumult.**

In this context it is of interest to note Rescher’s selectivity in what he
perceives to be the enduring and useful legacy of Philosophy’s past. With
great care he employs ideas that others have propounded as primary colors

14



INTRODUCTION

for his pallet. The final result is a creative blend of past and present. The
overall effect of his work is that of a new philosophical understanding of
life as a vibrant, precious, and delicately fragile experience. It offers inter-
esting insights into how certain philosophical lessons speak over the centu-
ries in genuinely enduring and optimistic terms of the nobility of the hu-
man spirit and of our personhood. To understand him, therefore, requires
that we know something of the essence of Plato and Aristotle, something
more of Kant and Hegel, Peirce and Dewey, and a generous amount of the
phenomenology that is found in Brentano and Meinong,—through without
the transcendentalist tendencies of some of their followers. In this respect
the emphasis of his work reminds us of Socrates' admonishment of Phaedo
that we must never permit ourselves to grow weary of or angry at the diffi-
culty of philosophical inquiry because it has not enabled us to achieve a
definitive resolution of an issue. For the quest is in itself as important as
any solution—if not more so, in that it serves to remind us of the power of
our | 2r&])tellect in its search for truth, and of the essential goodness of our na-
ture.

Even in works where Rescher brings to bear his considerable analytical
skills, where the complexity of the mathematical analysis may challenge
the general reader’ s attention, one finds his underlying theme to be steadily
targeted at some prominent social concern requiring common sense atten-
tion and scrutiny. At virtually every turn in his writings one encounters his
gentle reminding of the reader of what philosophical work should be, and
how it has a unique and indispensable role to play in our understanding of
the function of values and moral decision making in contemporary life. We
see in the long history of his works that he argues, often prophetically, that
when dealing with values philosophy’s role cannot be usurped by Cultural
Anthropology, Economics, or defined by "one size fits all" utilitarian theo-
ries of ethics. Such studies fail terribly in giving an account of the complex
human component that arises when vicarious affects befall an individual
who interacts within a social structure. This sentiment is expressed €elo-
quently in Moral Absolutes, where Rescher defines the study of morality as
being “... in its very nature a functional enterprise cultivated by rational
agents for the achievement of certain beneficial results: the protection and
advancement of the real interests of people.... At the heart of morality lies
benevolence—a due care for the interests of people-in-general....”*

Thus in turning our attention to his substantial contribution in the area
of values, we encounter Rescher’s insistence on the need to respect the
centrality of philosophy’s place in contemporary life. Thisis an especialy
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significant aspect of Rescher’s work, one that stands up to those who claim
that the entire relevance of Western Philosophy, and of all of Western Cul-
ture for that matter, is problematic in today’s globa environment. Some
have argued that it may very well be that Philosophy, as we have known it,
has ssimply outlived its importance and usefulness, if it indeed ever had
any. For Rescher, and others, nothing can be further from the truth. The
lessons of philosophy that have withstood the test of time and tyrants are
those speaking of the uniqueness of human rationality as the essential ve-
hicle with which the great achievements of man have come about. The lat-
ter are to be found not only in the natural sciences and the arts, but also in
the most humane area of philosophical investigation, the study of morality
itself. In this domain, which Rescher is quick to distance from the debilitat-
ing influences of relativism, one has the discovery of the universaly rec-
ognized truth that rational validation is the only true basis of moral action.
Moral action,—when seen as totally independent of custom or mores,—is
that which cares for, preserves, and enhances the dignity and real interests
of persons universally. Thisinsight, first realized by the Greeks and refined
by Western thinkers for over two millennia, stands as one of Western Phi-
losophy’s greatest and most enduring contributions to world civilization.
Thus in terms of its broadest implications, Rescher’s work strikes a posi-
tive and highly optimistic note on the unique importance of Western
thought. His philosophy offers to a world presently demoralized by moral
relativism and threatened by fanatical terror, the hope and confidence of an
enduring morality. A morality that is rooted in the only thing morality can
be based upon the essential and uniquely human attribute of rationality,
conceived as a composite of reason and compassion.

Why a book on Nicholas Rescher?

This question can be approached from a variety of perspectives. From
one standpoint, Rescher’ s relevance as an important voice in twentieth cen-
tury American Philosophy is beyond dispute. This is not ssmply a matter
dictated by the volume and quality of his scholarly achievement. It is sub-
stantiated as well by the professional recognition he has received nationally
and internationally as one who has labored tirelessly to further the cause of
philosophical study here and abroad for over half a century. Through the
creation and sponsorship of top tier philosophical journals, the develop-
ment of indispensable computerized venues for pursuing philosophical re-
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search, the mentoring of philosophical associations, internationally re-
nowned scholarly institutes and professional conferences, etc. he has
emerged as a prominent leader in supporting the free exchange of ideas
worldwide.

Moreover, in reading the many critiques of Rescher’s work one finds
disturbingly a pervasive failure by commentators to consider the broader
ramifications of his contributions. Some think that they can discuss his po-
sition by simply looking at one of his books, perhaps a single article or
even a book chapter, and that is all the research one needs to do to critique
Rescher. The attitude of many commentators is, just take a shot at a frag-
ment of his view and you'll be done with him! What results is shoddy
scholarship. It reflects work that fails to do justice to the systemically inte-
grated character of Rescher’s position.”” What is needed is a study that
alerts us to the fact that such critiques do more harm than good, and that in
terms of content one needs to have a more panoramic understanding of Re-
scher’s work so as to appreciate its significance, relevance, and applicabil-
ity.

Apart from the above is the fact that in reviewing and evaluating Re-
scher’s work, one finds that the contemporary issues he discusses become
resuscitated and reinvigorated by the very perspective he chooses to adopt.
Cutting edge debates on culture wars, the effects of technology on contem-
porary culture, the influence of the social sciences in determining values
and the nature of moral discourse, etc. acquire a more challenging, lively,
urgent, and resonant tone when seen through his prism. In addition, Re-
scher’s work offers an opportunity to once again approach philosophical
inquiry from a standpoint that has been lost sight of for far too long. Thisis
that of developing an integrated philosophical system of explanation, one
that goes beyond the narrow focus of Analytical Philosophy that dominated
the twentieth century in the West, and beyond having to subscribe to the
nihilistic pointlessness of life proffered by Existentialism.

Several intimidating assumptions have been allowed to become all too
prevalent within philosophy in the last one hundred years. These are that
the world has become too complex, the information it holds too vast, the
sophistication required for its mastery far too demanding, the unspeakable
cruelty of human beings toward each other too universal, too unforgiving,
and beyond reasonabl e redemption for human experience to be subjected to
philosophical systematization. Gone forever, some say, are the halcyon
days of Aristotle, Descartes, or Kant, where life seemed more manageable
and philosophy more capable in providing a consistent and systematic pic-
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