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Preliminary remarks 

The pragmatic project of developing a richer notion of 
experience 

Classical pragmatists made a sustained effort to develop a new con­
ception of experience, free from some simplistic assumptions shared by 
both traditional rationalists and empiricists, like the idea that experi­
enceresults from a combination of simple sensations. In his main paper 
on pragmatism, "The origins and the fundamental idea.of pragmatism" 
(1909b), Giovanni Vailati characterized our experience of permanent, 
objective existence in terms of a certain kind of conditional expecta­
tions, in particular, those which are conditioned to certain deliberate 
actions of ours being performed. His experiential account of objective 
existence, based on a systematic relation between deliberate actions 
and expectations, is a permanent contribution to pragmatic thought, 
which we analyze and assess. We also consider Vailati's revision of the 
l"eircean pragmatic maxim, the pragmatic evaluation of meaningless 
assertions, and his vindication of inferential usefulness as a determin­
ing factor in both formal systems and empirical theories. Our discus­
sion will as well include a critical analysis of some less satisfactory 
aspects of Vailati's thought, whose Brentanian conception of mental 
facts contrasts sharply with James' sophisticated study of the mind in 
The Principles of Psychology (1890). But let us now make some prelim­
inary comments to place Vailati's work within the broader pragmatic 
tradition. Evans' bibliography (1930) of the references to pragmatism 
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in the works of Vailati makes evident that we can find no mention of 
John Dewey in any of them. On the other hand, there are, although 
mainly critical, numerous references to 1"1illiam James, as well as fre­
quent reference to C. S. Peirce to acknowledge his positive philosophical 
influence on Vailati's own thought.! 

Vailati's revision of the Peircean pragmatic maxim 

Following Peirce, Vailati understands pragmatism primarily as a method 
for concept or meaning clarification. His main revision of Peirce's con­

. ception of this method consists in restating it more restrictively as 
a criterion of empirical significance, so that it becomes possible to 
avoid paradoxes leading to the conclusion that rival hypotheses with 
the same empirical, experiential consequences would mean the same.2 

According to Vailati, the pragmatic criterion of empirical meaningful­
ness requires the translatability into assertions about expectations or 
predictions. The notion of expectation is precisely the crucial one in 
his approach, as he argues that the only part of an assertion's content 
that can be confirmed or refuted by experience is that which implies 
some predictions. 

Any disagreement regarding the personal experience perceived by any 
of us is an ultimate fact that can be regarded as a datum, but which 
can never be the subject of controversy. 

The question of truth or falsehood can only be posed when the per­
ception or experience under scrutiny suggests or predicts other percep­
tions, the latter being not present and actual, but rather future and 
possible-that is, when and because the immediate perceptions and 
experiences are connected to expectations or predictions of any sort 
(Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, this volume, p. 236). 

1 ('To the end, however, he seems to have considered that James.frequently made 
an overstatement of the case which is set forth more compellingly by Peirce--not 
to mention Socrates, Berkeley, and J. S. Mill" (Evans, 1930, pp. 417-418). 

2 "To concede the possibility that there could be an automaton so perfect that 
it reacts, to any stimulus, in a way -identical to the way a supposedly conscious 
human would, react, is the same as conceding that there is no difference between 
the hypothesis of the presence of a consciousness or that of an automaton for what 
concerns the predictions that we can deduce from either hypothesis. If we were to 
apply the previously mentioned criterion, which pragmatists would like to use to 
determine whether there is a difference in meaning between two propositions, this 
would lead to a paradoxical conclusion, i.e. that when we assert the existence of other 
"conscious" beings other than ourselves, we are not saying anything different from 
asserting that, instead, such conscious beings do not exist-unless we intend, with 
the latter assertion, to deny any of those reactions or behaviors which are distinctive 
features of those bodies that we refuse to think of as having consciousness," (this 
volume, p. 244). 
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Consequently, a main goal ofVailati's pragmatism is the logical anal­
ysis of the predictive elements always implicit in assertions when we 
reason or think. By thus restricting the aim of the Peircean pragmatic 
maxim, he succeeds in eliminating the remaining reductionist, verifi­
cationist features of the former, without giving up one of the initial 
motivations of the pragmatic philosophy, namely, to provide a method 
that enables us to avoid cognitively useless discussion. The ultimate 
purpose of his method for analyzing the meaning of an assertion is 
thus to establish, on the basis of its empirical significance, whether its 
discussion can be useful. 

[ ... J pragmatists, with their analysis of meaning of propositions in terms 
of predictions, are not trying to give a complete description of the 
contents of all our beliefs-they try instead, as mentioned before, to 
put focus on the only part of content whose discussion could be useful 
(Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, this volume, p. 244). 

Proceeding in accordance with the pragmatic method involves not tak­
ing part in debates unless it is possible to determine which facts should 
be the case to decide if a given assertion is true or false. For example, 
the debate on the alternative between the hypotheses of consciousness 
and that of automaticity to explain the existence of other beings behav­
ing like humans should not be undertaken until it is determined that 
both hypotheses are able to provide predictions comparable in precision 
and extension. 

Rejection of the Jamesian theses about the will's influence 
on belief 

As was already pointed out, Vailati took a critical stance towards 
James' approach, specially focusing on the main theses put forward 
by the latter in "The Will to Believe" (1896), and, on the other hand, 
hardly considering the ideas presented in The Principles of Psychology 
(1890). Vailati's main objections to the argument from "The Will to 
Believe" are the following: first, that will can highly influence thought, 
but not so much beliefs,3 second, that those rare cases where will, or 
desires and passions, influence belief formation must be recognized and 
explained, but they should not be vindicated as useful and logically jus­
tified, and third, that science must result from a dispassionate search for 
truth, as well as from the reluctance to believe on insufficient grounds, 
which implies that passionate interests cannot be necessary conditions 

3 "[there is, in James] [ ... J a confusion between the power of will over OUf thoughts 
(which is great) and over our beliefs (which is not so great)" (Vailati's quote from 
"Un manuale per i bugiardi: G. Prezzolini, L'arte di persuadere/' (Vailati, 1907, 
p. 774), introduced by Evans (1930) on p. 421). 
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of religion as much as of science, as James maintains. In order to sup­
port his second objection, Vailati distinguishes cases in which human 
desires affect the objects of belief from others where this does not occur. 
The first kind of case covers the whole realm of value judgments, in­
cluding moral judgments or even judgments about our own capacities, 
but not so religious or scientific judgments, as James thought. In the 
case of certain kinds of events, like moral actions, their occurrence may 
depend on our deciding whether to believe something, while in other 
sorts of events there is no such dependency. 

Vailati's opposition to these Jamesian ideas somehow underlies the 
former's complaint that regarding pragmatism as a utilitarian approach 
constitutes a serious historical misunderstanding, prompted by the am­
biguity of Peirce's assertion that the meaning of a concept consists in 
its practical consequences.4 

First of all, amongst these misunderstandings, we should mention the 
perception of pragmatism as a sort of "utilitarianism" applied to logic; 
that is, a doctrine that in order to evaluate the truth or falsehood of 
beliefs, uses a criterion based on the consequences of such beliefs being 
more or less useful, or agreeable, etc. 

[ ... ] The methodological rule, as stated by Peirce, does not wish to 
define the distinction between true and false beliefs as something more 
arbitrary, more "subjective," more dependent on individual opinions 
and feelings. In fact its purpose is the exact opposite.· 

Such methodological rule is nothing more than [ ... ] a form that would 
be able to indicate, more clearly, what kind of experiments or observa­
tions can and need to be performed, by us or others, to decide whether, 
and to what extent, our assertions are true (Vailati and Calderoni, 
1909b, this volume, p. 234). 

To summarize what concerns the connections between Vailati and 
the classical pragmatists, we must emphasize, on the one hand, his 
sympathy with Peirce's pragmatic method to clarify meaning by trans­
lating any assertion into the conceivable experiential consequences that 
its truth would imply, and on the other hand, his rejection of James' 
attempt to question the fact/value dichotomy-an attempt shared by 
Dewey, whose approach is not discussed by Vailati. 

4 "Hence is justified the maxim, belief in.which constitutes pragmatism; namely, 
in order to ascertain the meaning of an intellectual conception one should consider 
what practical consequences ·might conceivably result by necessity from the truth 
of that conception; and the sum of these consequences will constitute. the entire 
meaning of the conception" (Peirce, 1902-1907, p. 158). 
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Vailati's pragmatic analysis of the concept of objective 
existence in terms of conditional expectations 

The most central concept to which Vailati applies the pragmatic 
method for concept clarification is that of objective existence. All 
classical pragmatists (including now Vailati) agree that practice plays 
a constituent role in experience, which is always active and inferential, 
shaped by interactions with surroundings and the corresponding habits 
or expectations. This account of experience is very different from the 
sense-data conception of experience entertained by empiricists like R. 
Carnap or B. Russell, and even from the one inherited from rationalists 
like Descartes.5 Christopher Hookway, as a specialist in pragmatism of 
the Peircean trend, gives Dewey much credit for the view that "expe­
rience is full of inference," 6 but we think that it would be fair to trace 
that merit back to Vailati (With Peirce as a predecessor). 

Vailati's vindication of the distinction between appearance and re­
ality on the basis of experience, attempted also by Russell, is more 
successfully argued by the former because of the central role he assigns 
to inference (from one experience to the expected one), and his rejec­
tion of anything like "hard data." In this conception of experience lies 
precisely one of the key differences between two empiricist traditions 
represented by pragmatism and neopositivism. Pragmatists reject any 
passive conception of experience according to which the latter should 
be explained in terms of sense-data or some macroscopic, stable ob­
jects or properties. By contrast, they developed an active conception 
of experience where no element or aspect is acknowledged as given, 
basic, but instead action is regarded as always entering in our expe­
rience of the environment. According to Vailati, Peircean pragmatism 
should not be associated with Protagoras but with Socrates, who op­
poses the former's subjective, sensory-centered account of knowledge 
by appealing to the importance of prediction. Vailati includes a long 
quote from Plato's Theaetetus that ends with the following statement 
by Socrates: 

For any thought we entertain that does not have nor imply any refer­
ence to the future, that is, no prediction or expectation, the opinion of 

5This opposition is spelled out by James (1890, ch. IX, pp. 231-33). 
6 Hookway paraphrases Dewey's view on this issue in the following fashion: "We 

experience all sorts of objects, events and processes, and we should not follow 
philosophers who seek to impose a distinction between the thin uninterpreted data 
of experience and the inferential processes which lead us to interpret what we ex­
perience as books, people and so on. The dichotomy between the passive given of 
experience and the rich results of our active conceptualization is not supported by 
our experience," (HookwaY1 2008, sec. 4.3). 
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any of us cannot be refuted (Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, this volume, 
p. 236). 

Vailati understands Peirce's methodological rule as establishing that 
we must examine assertions to identify thepart that implies some pre­
dictions, since only that part can be confirmed or refuted by experience 
and thus shown to be meaningful. Predictability is the crucial require­
ment to determine both truth and meaning. Experience is therefore as­
cribed a double role (epistemic and semantic): providing the means to 
verify a theory, as well as those to determine the part of the theory that 
is meaningful and can therefore be an object of useful discussion. Pro­
ceeding in accordance with the pragmatic method involves not taking 
part in debates unless it is possible to determine which facts should be 
the case to decide if a given assertion is true or false. As Vailati explains, 
the key contribution of the pragmatic method consists in enabling us 
to ascertain what sorts of experiences should occur in order to make 
an assertion true. Determining the truth or falsehood of an assertion 
requires, first, ascertaining the predicted experiences that would have 
to occur for the assertion to be true, and, second, ascertaining whether 
they have occurred or not. By making it possible to determine what 
part of the assertions' content implies predictions, pragmatism would 
enable us to meet a precondition to decide whether a proposition is true 
or false. The pragmatic method, therefore, does not provide a criterion 
to decide whether an assertion is true or false, but rather a criterion to 
determine the part of an assertion's content that is necessary (though 
not in general sufficient) to decide whether the assertion is true or false. 
The better the predictions thus implied are in terms of precision, ex­
tension, and possibility of refutation, the more profitable the discussion 
of that theory can be. Since the task of determining meaning is prior 
to the task of determining truth, Peirce's pragmatic rule helps to ap­
ply an objective criterion of truth by providing an objective criterion 
of meaning. Vailati deplores that pragmatism's later historical devel­
opment, with its emphasis on rather subjective aspects like practical 
interests and usefulness, appears to stem from a misunderstanding of 
the original pragmatic rule. 

Predictions based on deliberate actions presented as the 
criterion to determine objective existence 

Despite their common grammatical form in present tense, Vailati notes, 
assertions about the present always imply a reference to the future. This 
is so regardless of the kind of thing whose existence is asserted: objects, 
properties of objects like position and shape, dispositional properties 
of objects, or something other than objects and their properties, like 
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attitudes, concepts, memories, minds, and events. There are two ba­
sic kinds of expectations: proper (or effective) expectations that some 
event will happen, and conditional expectations, which consist in pre­
dictions that some event would happen given other previous conditions. 
The two kinds of expectations are related in the following way: a condi­
tional expectation whose condition has been satisfied is necessary for a 
proper expectation. The latter, therefore, depends on the former, more 
precisely, on the former's condition being verified or waited for. The 
expectation after this has been verified is not conditional but effective. 
Given that an expectation is a state, a conditional expectation rep­
resents a: complex state that may bring about another state, that is, 
another expectation, if it is verified that its condition has been satisfied. 

There are different kinds of conditional expectations depending on 
the sorts of conditions involved. Relying on J. Pikler's ideas, presented 
in his book The Psychology of the Beliefin Objective Existence (1890), 
Vailati distinguishes between conditions that consist of some deliberate 
acts of ours and those that do not. Only the former would be essentially 
involved in judgments about existence or .in attribution of properties. 
These judgments are based on the belief in a necessary connection 
between experiences produced by a voluntary act of ours and that act, 
that is, the belief that certain experiences can only be obtained by 
means of certain deliberate actions on our part. When we believe that 
this connection is contingent, or we consider that those experiences are 
rather connected to certain conditions which are not produced by us, 
then we just form the belief that .there is a concatenation between some 
facts or, at most, that there is a cause-effect relation between them. In 
short, experiences on the basis of which we assert existence are only 
obtained by means of certain deliberate actions on our part. 

Vailati mentions two examples by Pikler to illustrate how judgments 
on existence are translatable into jUdgments on necessary connections 
between experiences and deliberate actions of ours. The belief in the 
permanent, objective existence of space would amount to the belief 
that certain space-presentations are permanently capable of being pre­
sented to us through our volition. Similarly, the belief in the objective 
existence of time would be equated with the belief that, by means of 
voluntary actions, we can achieve specific experiences of succession and 
coexistence in correspondence with any of our series of experiences. 

Application of Vailati's criterion to different domains of 
existence 

An extremely appealing feature of Vailati's account of objective exis­
tence has to do with the fact that it turns out to be easily applicable 
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to many different domains of existence, as well as to the semantic anal­
ysis of the corresponding expressions for those domains (like different 
sorts of general terms). Judgments on existence of something other 
than objects and their properties, i.e. things like attitudes, concepts, 
memories, etc., also result from a belief in the connection between some 
experiences and some actions. For example, 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. 

Vailati draws our attention not only to the role of possible experi­
ences but also to that of possible actions that would imply possible re­
sulting experiences. Actions involved in arriving at a certain judgment 
on existence need not be actual. The possibility of attaining experi­
ences can be relative either to actual dependency on our actions, or 
to the virtual dependency on actions that would be possible if certain 
conditions (not dependent on our will) were the case. If certain actions 
were able to produce certain experiences in the past, or if they can 
be imagined as able to produce them in the future, then those actions 
could lead to judgments on existence too. 

On this point of view, there would be a gradual movement from 
possible or probable conditions to impossible or unlikely ones. As an 
example of the latter, he puts the case of conditions involved in direct 
verification of scientific hypotheses whose required methods of observa­
tion will never be available. As more extreme cases, he mentions both 
judgments on past events and on someone else's experiences. The con­
ditions of the expectations involved in these judgments are impossible 
to satisfy, since they would require living in the past, in one case, and 
being another person, in the other. The ground of the conviction that 
there are other minds beyond our own is provided by the similarities be­
tween my behavior (caused by certain mental states) and the behavior 
of others. Our knowledge of other minds comes, therefore, from signs 
like the behavior of certain "things" in certain circumstances. Conse­
quently, assertions about the existence of other conscious beings must 
be considered as a hypothesis, among other possible ones, to explain 
some facts about our experience. These judgments thus cannot be ver­
ified directly, but they can be verified indirectly by directly verifying 
other assertions that can be deduced from them. Such process of de­
duction would be useful in two different respects, which Vailati explains 
as follows. 

In this process of deduction of directly verifiable propositions from 
others that are not, pragmatists are inclined to see not only a tool to 
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determine the truth or falsehood of these unverifiable propositions, but 
also a tool to determine their meaning (Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, 
this volume, p. 243). 

As we have explained before, Vailati avoided the possible paradoxi­
cal consequences of equating those two methods, by restricting their 
use to empirical content determination and without extending them to 
meaning determination in general. 

In Vailati's approach, predictions playa crucial role also in assertions 
apparently referring to immediate observations and assertions contain­
ing general terms. Assertions of the first kind are usually considered to 
refer to immediate observations and, therefore, to be infallible. Never­
theless possibilities of error may be hidden in what seems to be imme­
diate knowledge. Typical judgments like those about illusory sensations 
or feelings show that these assertions actually imply predictions that 
must be taken into account to validate them. The assertion "I am cold," 
for example, does not imply just an acknowledgment of certain feelings 
but also predictions about the character or consequences of those feel­
ings, like some behavioral or physiological responses (wrapping up well, 
shivering, turning pale, etc.). We may only be aware of the predictions 
when we have to validate the assertions, such as when we confront il­
lusory happiness or apparent tiredness. Pleasure and preferences are 
immediate, irrefutable things, but assertions about them are usually 
not only about mental states but about their typical consequences and 
circumstances. When we make assertions about a person's feelings, we 
do not try to make an assertion just about mental states, but also 
about the presence of plans of actions or dispositions to act in spe­
cific ways. This issue has been further discussed by Wittgenstein in 
epigraphs 290-298 of Philosophical Investigations (1953), where he, in 
a similar vein, argues that talking about sensations requires being able 
to recognize them, which would be only possible by ascertaining the 

. typical consequences that those hypothetical mental states would en­
tail. A controversial point here is to what extent acknowledging the 
existence of sensations should depend on having an objective criterion 
for sensation determination. In this respect, Wittgenstein seems more 
radical than Vailati, who, although emphasizing that talk about sensa­
tions or feelings always includes objective aspects, like those behavioral 
or physiological ones, also accepts that those mental states themselves 
exist, even if they remain subjective and irrefutable when separated 
from their objective consequences. 

Vailati notices that predictions are also involved in the use of general 
terms, since the latter require a classification of the designed objects 



lxxviii ! M. CAAMANO AND P. SUPPES 

and, therefore, a comparison to recognize similarities and differences, 
something which calls for the employment of procedures that may be 
repeated. 

According to Vailati, the fact that many predictions are potential, 
absent from present consciousness, does not pose any problem to prag­
matism, since the goals of this approach are logical, rather than psy­
chological. Its focus is on the logical elements or aspects involved in 
asserting existence, .and not on the psychological elements playing a 
role there. Pragmatism seeks the development of a validity criterion for 
reasoning and thinking, by providing a criterion for empirical mean­
ingfulness. According to such criterion, assertions must be translatable 
into certain kinds of expressions that refer to a certain kind of condi­
tional expectations. 

Some anticipatory achievements in the development of 
semantics 

Putting aside his analysis of existence assertions, Vailati's study of 
language is mainly focused on the problem of cognitively meaning­
less assertions, together with the associated one concerning illusory 
conceptions prompted by a misleading use of language.7 These very 
problems have also been tackled from non-pragmatic approaches, like 
neopositivism for instance.s However, the ideas underlying Vailati's dis­
cussion of such issues turn out strikingly valid according to current 
developments in the philosophy of language. In particular, his account 
of meaninglessness has two important implications for current debates 
in this field. First, the characterization of analyticity as a dynamic 
property, dependent on how the meaning of given expressions evolves 
according to their use.9 Second, and more important, the recognition 
that semantics (meaning) proves dependent on pragmatics (use, con­
text of speech), which represents one of the central issues involved in 
the development of a pragmatic approach to language,10 like the in-

7Vailati devotes his 1908 paper to this latter issue. 
8Famously in Carnap's (1932/1959), "The Elimination of Metaphysics Through 

Logical Analysis of Language." 
9 "As previously noted, the fact" that sometimes propositions, synthetic to begin 

with, become analytic, even though their exterior form is unaltered-that is, without 
this transformation being indicated by any special verbal sign which allows us to 
recognize it independently from the examination of the context of speech-far from 
taking away from the importance of the distinction between the two aforementioned 
kinds, is, on the contrary, one of the reasons why it is important to insist on it" 
(Vailati and Calderoni, 1909a, this volume, p. 251). 

10 "[ ... J to determine the meaning of every phrase or abstract proposition by means 
of the examination of the consequences which are involved in it, or the applications 
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fiuential one suggested in Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations 
(1953) or, more recently, in Robert B. Brandom's Making It Explicit 
(1994). 

Semantics or meaning regarded as dependent on pragmatics 
(use, context of speech) 

Like the later Wittgenstein and Robert Brandom, Vailati conceived 
linguistic expressions as dynamic instruments for communication de­
termined by often implicit rules of use and discursive commitments. He 
indeed rejects, as the later Wittgenstein does, the Augustinian account 
of language as a class of expressions standing for objects in the outer 
world. Expressions may convey information of many different kinds, 
and, as Brandom argues, in order to be able to grasp the meaning of 
an assertion, we must take into account the speaker's commitments in­
volved in such assertion in a given speech context. ll Since Vailati was 
especially interested in the cognitive significance of assertions, his em­
phasis was placed on their inferential role or usefulness, which would 
vary as knowledge advanced. The characterization of meaning in terms 
of deductive or inferential usefulness is regarded by him as a feature 
common to both mathematical logic and pragmatism: 

[ ... ] their [mathematical logicians' and pragmatists'] common tendency 
to regard the value, and even the meaning, of every assertion as being 
intimately related to the use which can be made, or which it may be 
desired to make, of it for the deduction and construction of particular 
consequences or groups of consequences (Vailati, 1906a, this volume, 
p. 164). 

This emphasis on the inferential fruitfulness of an assertion, as a 
key aspect of its meaning, is also noticeable in Vailati's interpretation 
of Plato's concept of doo( (eidos). In his view, the notion of eidos 
anticipated the current notion of connotation, referring the term' eidos' 
to those qualities that determine a class due to the importance of their 
consequences. Those characteristics which are common and exclusive 
to all the members of a class must be also important to be an eidos 
(Vailati, 1906b, p. 484). 

Vailati's account of language also agrees with that by the philoso­
phers just mentioned in highlighting not only the dynamic, purpose­
dependent dimension of meaning, but also its pluralistic nature. Indeed, 

which are made of it; and to regard two phraSes or propositions as equivalent, or 
as two ways of saying the same thing (Peirce), whenever they are employed, by any 
one who adopts them, as a means of arriving at the same particular conclusions" 
(Vaiiati, 1906b, this volume, p. 175). 

"See Wittgenstein (1953, epigraph 1-11), and Brandom (1994, chap. 1). 
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he repeatedly points out that the same expression may have different 
meanings depending on the discursive contexts in which it appears. The 
expressive goal of a certain expression, together with its corresponding 
rule of use and inferential role, may vary from one discursive context to 
another, even within the same period of time. This point can be illus­
trated by taking again the example of the word' eidos,' whose meaning 
is elucidated by Vailati through the analysis of those images that Plato 
used, in different contexts, to clearly draw the distinction between what 
we now call connotation and denotation: 

1. The image of possession: objects are described as sharing or hav­
ing part in the possession of a certain eidos. Vailati draws our 
attention to the correspondence between this sense of the word 
'eidos' and that of the word 'property' in modern logic. 

2. The image of participation or composition: the eidos is regarded 
as being elements or ingredients taking part in the composition 
of single objects as well as determining the resemblances among 
them, which explain their being called by the same name. 

3. The image of imitation: the eidos is described as being models of 
which all single things would be copies. Resemblance, therefore, 
occurs not only among objects of the same class, but also between 
those objects and the eidos. 

Each of the above images leads to different philosophical notions which, . 
in turn, lead in different understandings of what today we call 'conno­
tation.' 

The pragmatic evaluation of meaningless assertions: the 
problems of becoming analytic and betraying the expressive 
goals 

In his second main work on pragmatism, "Pragmatism and the various 
ways of saying nothing" (1909a), Vailati applies the pragmatic criterion 
for empirical meaningfulness to detect meaningless assertions. In point­
ing out the main reasons why assertions with no meaning may appear 
meaningful, he employs a dynamic notion of analyticity, remarkably in 
tune with its current conception, such as the one by Carnap or even 
the residual one by Quine,12 according to which analytic statements 

12By "the residual notion of analyticity" in Quinewe mean his idea from "Epis­
temology Naturalized" (1969) that what are usually called 'analytical statements' 
correspond in his approach to those- statements that prompt an unanimous consen­
sus reaction within a linguistic community. Quine maintains, therefore, his thesis 
from "Two Dogmas of Empiricism" (1951) that there are no analytical statements 
-i.e. statements which are true or false just by virtue of their meaning-:-although 
now he points out a distinctive feature of those statements usually considered a.ua-
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express only convenient linguistic conventions or speakers' agreements 
that may change depending on the state of knowledge or the different 
interests underlying the fixing of conventions. The general idea, widely 
shared from Carnap's discussion of the issue, is that the analyticity of 
a statement must be understood as relative to the semantic rules of 
the language containing it. Such a relativistic feature is precisely what 
underlies Vailati's dynamic notion of analyticity. 

Another interesting pragmatic notion that Vailati introduces in this 
context is that of the logical or practical goals established for certain 
types of linguistic expressions. With regard to this, he claims that ig­
noring or confusing the pre-established goal of a certain expression can 
lead to a meaningless use of the latter. In other words, determining the 
meaningfulness of an expression requires, first, ascertaining the goals 
that an expression of that kind has associated, and second, confirming 
that such goals are met. To different kinds of expressions may cor­
respond, for example, different referential goals, which should not be 
neglected if those expressions are to be applied in a meaningful way. 

Among the main reasons why assertions with no meaning may ap­
pear meaningful Vailati mentions the following: 

a) Sentences that are or have become analytic (without any verbal 
sign of this change) .13 Since analytic statements express only linguistic 
conventions or stipulations, they -cannot be employed to assert any­
thing meaningful, that is, cognitively valuable. As an example, Vailati 
mentions the law of inertia: "a body unsolicited by any force continues 
to move indefinitely with the same velocity and in the same direction" 
(Vailati and Calderoni, 1909a, this volume, p. 250). Depending on how 
we understand the word 'force,' the law of inertia can be considered 
full of meaning or almost meaningless. 

b) Sentences that are or have become analytically false. 14 A main 

lytic. As for Carnap's account of analyticity, his most influential ideas can be found 
in "Empiricism, Semantics and Ontology" (1950), and "Meaning postulates" (1952), 
now in Meaning and Necessity (1956). 

13 "One of the most important cases concerns sentences or idioms that were once 
meaningful, but that, due to changes in meaning of some of the terms that they 
contain, end up becoming 'true by definition' and in this case they no longer rep­
resent an assertion that can be confirmed or refuted through new experiences, but 
are merely indications or statements· relative to the sense in which a certain word 
is used or we would like it to be used" (Vailati and Calderoni, 1909a, this volume, 
p: 250). 

14 "It does not appear possible for propositions of this sort-i.e. propositions 
where the term acting as subject implies, because of its meaning, not the possession 
but rather the non-possession of the quality, or of some qualities expressed by the 
predicate--to be regarded by anyone, not even for a moment, as having meaning" 
(Vailati and Calderoni, 1909a, this volume, p. 254). 
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cause of contradictions in terms is the tendency to use words referring 
to some properties or relations as if their meaning were independent 
of any consideration of reference. An example of this would be to talk 
about the "absolute" motion of a body, thus applying "absolute" to a 
property, like motion, that is always relative. 

There are also cases of apparent contradictions originated by changes 
in the meaning of the terms of an assertion. Once an analytic proposi­
tion has become synthetic it can be denied without this implying any 
contradiction in terms. We find this case, for instance, in the extension 
of the concept of addition to the case of negative numbers, or in Hume's 
revision of the concept of cause. Here again Vailati's analysis resembles 
Wittgenstein's, whose characterization of meaning as established use 
makes it possible to account for category mistakes or nonsensical ex­
pressions as something dependent on the established rules of use for 
every language. 

c) Tendency to forget the logical or practical goals of generalization 
process. IS This problem corresponds to the more general one which lies 
in seeking as an end what has been previously sought as a means. In the 
present case, the epistemic means of generalization are pursued as an 
end itself thereby becoming epistemically useless. The goal of general 
concepts is to establish classes of objects about which there is or could 
be something significant to be asserted or denied (in comparison to 
what could. be asserted or denied of some other classes of objects). 
However, the generalization process may reach the point where the 
concept is no longer useful in distinguishing between different things, 
that is, in achieving the goal for which it had been introduced. The 
uselessness of the resulting concept would be manifest in the fact that 
it would render opposite assertions as meaning the same. An example of 
this would be a sentence like "everything is an illusion" and "nothing 
is an illusion." If the concept of illusion embraces everything, both 
sentences could be somehow equivalent, since none of them would make 
it possible to distinguish what is an illusion from what is not. 

d) Consideration of mere mutations in terminology as entailing effec­
tual results. 16 A common case where changes in expression are wrongly 

15 "We can find a third source of questions and assertions with no meaning in 
the tendency to forget that what is called the 'generalization process' is nothing 
other than a means to certain logical or praCtical goals, and that there are limits, 
surpassing which would-entail the impossibility of reaching those goals" (Vailati and 
Calderoni, 1909a, this volume, p. 256). 

16 "The abovementioned case of processes of generalization is not the only. one 
where our tendency to automatically extend OUf thought-processes beyond the point 
where those processes are justified by the goals prefixed, leads us to consider mere 
mutations in terminology or forms of expression as effectual results" (Vailati and 
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understood as involving a cognitive difference is that of illusory expla­
nations. In such explanations, the explanans is simply re-stating the ex­
planandum, instead of asserting sufficient causes of the facts described 
in the latter. This is also the case in what Comte calls "metaphysical 
explanations;" where the explanandum is merely described in abstract 
terms in the explanans, which does not refer to any general law from 
which the former could be deduced. To illustrate this, Vailati refers 
to the famous quote from Moliere: "opium fa cit dormire quia habet 
virtutem dormitivam" ("opium makes people sleep because it has a 
sleeping virtue"). 

Vailati concludes his examination of meaningless assertions by claim­
ing that the best remedy to all the above problems consists in trans­
lating any assertion containing "abstract" words into those containing 
"concrete" words so that it is possible to make explicit the tacit, unspec­
ified restrictions on which the validity of general propositions always 
depends. This solution would also imply the employment of particu­
lar examples in order to guarantee the independence and compatibility 
of different assertions, and thus to avoid any implicit contradiction be­
tween hypotheses of the same group. Notice that the solution suggested 
by Vailati does not share the reductionist aspect typical of the partial 
solution provided by neopositivists, I7 namely, translating theoretical 
statements into observational ones. Rendering abstract statements into 
concrete ones, by contrast, does not have any implication concerning 
reduction to observation statements, it just rather entails the possi­
bility of specifying some concrete cases satisfying what the abstract 
statement establishes. 

Vailati's naturalistic conception of knowledge: cognition 
understood as a fallible, goal-oriented activity 

A step towards the naturalization of metaphysics 

. As already explained in the second section (The analysis of the con­
cept of objective existence in terms of conditional expectations), Vailati 
vindicates the distinction between existence and experience, reality and 
appearance, being and being perceived, as one that can be established 
in terms of the role played by potential experiences producible by vol­
untary acts. 

Calderoni, 1909a, this volume, p. 258). 
17 As it is well-known, the other neopositivist, partial solution complementing the 

one mentioned here is to translate every statement into another showing its logical 
form. 
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This conclusion is summarized by Berkeley with the sentence "esse 
est percipi," but it could be better expressed by the sentence "esse 
est posse percipi." Far from destroying the distinction between "to be" 
and "to be perceived," Berkeley instead was clarifying the basis and 
meaning of such a distinction, showing how the being or existence of 
an object is nothing but the "potential being" of certain experiences. 
Plato had already acknowledged, up to a certain point, that assertions 
about the existence of objects can be reduced, in the end, to assertions 
made on the possibility of certain experiences (Vailati and Calderoni, 
1909b, this volume, p. 238). 

This account of reality amounts to a first step towards the natural­
ization of metaphysics, for it entails that metaphysical problems are 
approachable by means of the pragmatic method. Pragmatism, under­
stood as critical empiricism, does not share the metaphysical agnos­
ticism of the usual positivism. IS Vailati's standpoint is very close to 
J ames with respect to this issue. They share a vindication of a natu­
ralistic metaphysics, which is connected to their common rejection of 
apriorism and, in general, foundationalist epistemological views. Meta­
physical postulates would be valuable as ideals. James states the follow­
ing: "Metaphysics should take heart from example of physics, simply 
confessing that hers is the longer task" (1890, Vol. II, Ch. XXVIII, 
p. 671). 

As a result of applying the pragmatic methodology, many classi­
cal distinctions have been questioned or reviewed, like that between 
essential and accidental properties, which are now understood as rela­
tive, or the one between categorical and hypothetical general proposi­
tions, which has been shown invalid, given the hypothetical character 
of all general propositions. On the other hand, applying the pragmatic 
methodology makes also possible the vindication of certain distinctions. 
To this respect, Vailati claims that philosophers' systematic attempts 
at destroying distinctions for the sake of generality lead to a result 
opposite from the one aimed at, namely, to the increase in the num­
ber and importance of distinctions (Vailati, 1905a, p. 709, this vol­
ume, p. 195). The traditional philosophical tendency to search for the 
highest generalities, i.e., the universal, had a bearing on the rejection 
of distinctions, which were typically questioned due to their gradual, 
overlapping or relative character. Vailati argues for these three types of 

18 "Mathematical logic has thus contributed most efficaciously to the defense of 
the position of the pragmatists against the '_agnostic' prejudice which attributes the 
impossibility of the resolution of such problems [i.e., those of providing a scholastic 
definition of the most important words of science and philosophy] to a pretended 
incapacity of the human mind to penetrate the 'essence' of things" (Vailati, 1906a, 
this volume, p. 168). 
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distinctions, showing, through numerous examples, how none of those 
qualities makes the corresponding distinctions less adequate. By draw­
ing gradual distinctions we can distinguish between different subclasses 
of properties within the same kind of property. In the case of overlap­
ping distinctions, we are subordinating distinctions or segmentations. 
Among all successions, only some are relevant for theoretical and practi­
cal purposes, namely, those that make it possible to increase the number 
and scope of predictions and actions. As for the relative distinctions, 
they are based on relational properties, which are characterized by be­
ing dependent on comparisons or other relations between objects. 

As an example of a gradual distinction, he mentions the following: 
the only difference between determinism and indeterminism consists in 
the estimate of the probability or frequency of divergences in the effects 
of causes having given degrees of similarity. For, in a strict sense, no 
facts repeat themselves, which implies that to assert that there is a 
causal relation amounts to saying "that effects which resemble one an­
other constantly succeed causes which resemble one another" (Vailati, 
1905a, p. 708, this volume, p. 194). Vailati illustrates the case of an 
overlapping distinction by pointing out that despite the fact that dif­
ferences in quantity are ultimately grounded on differences in quality, 
the fact that the first are only a special case of the latter does not make 
less important the distinction between them, since quantitative differ­
ences, unlike qualitative ones, permit a fixed, successive arrangement 
of the objects possessing them, and can be compared in detail by using 
measurement. 

Finally, to illustrate the case of a relative distinction, he says the 
following: 

To say that the motion adopted as "standard" is uniform, without 
saying with regard to what other motion (just as, in the case of points 
of reference, to say that a body is stationary without saying in regard 
to what other bodies), is as unreasonable as' to say that a man is a 
"contemporary" without saying of what other person (Vailati, 1905a, 
p. 706, this volume, p. 192). 

A moderately instrumentalist conception of science 

Like the other traditional pragmatists, Vailati emphasizes the instru­
mental value of theories,19 acknowledging at the same time a depen­
dence relation between instrumental success and a certain agreement 
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with the facts. In this regard, he argues that a common wrong idea 
is that the law of inertia results just from convention, without corre­
sponding to any real fact. In criticizing this conclusion, he points out 
that the very possibility of choosing certain conventions to establish 
time and position depends on the existence of certain facts that make 
that choice possible and effective. 

The instrumental dimension of scientific theories is somehow un­
derlying Vailati's interest in historical research on their development, 
since he acknowledges that. no static account of theories could explain 
their adaptive characteristics.2o The above dimension, however, is most 
obvious if we consider the role that idealizations play in science. The 
heuristic efficacy of the process of inquiry requires an idealistic and 
simplifying; starting point, which clashes with direct and mere passive 
observation. The epistemological importance of idealization is stressed 
by Vailati in the context of discussing the epistemological implications 
of Plato's argument for the existence of the eidos. 

That is, it [the Platonic Theory] manifests itself as an assertion of 
the heuristic efficacy of that process of inquiry, which, taking as a 
starting point, idealistic and simplifying concepts and hypotheses, not 
having any exact counterpart in what is called the reality of things, 
arrives, precisely by means of deductions from these, and by means 
of what have been recently called (Mach) "experiments in thought" 
(Gedankenexperimente) at analyzing, comprehending, dominating this 
reality and discovering in it and under it, independently of recourse to 
direct experiment, regularity, laws, standards, which direct and passive 
observation would never have been able to reveal (Vailati, 1906b, this 
volume, p. 181). 

According to Vailati, the role played by the so-called law of causality 
in the physical sciences basically consists in imagining regularities and 
uniformities as existing among phenomena, so that it is possible to 
anticipate the causes or laws that are responsible for a certain effect. 
Mere empirical generalizations, by contrast, would not suffice to fulfill 
such a goal. It is interesting to notice how James's and Vailati's views 
are very closely connected with regard to the role of idealization in 
science. They both agree that, in order to scientifically explain the 

blance rather to-lions and tigers than to hippopotami and mastodons [ ... J" (Vailati, 
1906a, this volume, p. 170). 

20 "Theories are therein expounded, not as in the ordinary treatment, under their 
'static' aspect-as one might express it,-their aspect of reposej but under that of 
movement and development-not in the conventional attitudes of stuffed animals, 
with glass eyes; but as organisms, which live, eat, struggle, reproduce: or at least like 
figures in a cinematograph, with some naturalness of progression and development" 
(Vailati, 1906a, this volume, p. 166). 

r 
n 
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phenomena, we need to represent them in a very abstract, idealized 
and artificial way, so that measurement and mathematical predictions 
become possible. In James words: 

The order of scientific thought is quite incongruent either with the 
way in which reality exists or with the way in which it comes before 
us. Scientific thought goes by selection and emphasis exclusively (1890, 
Vol. II, Ch. XXVIII, p. 634). 

This instrumental aspect of theories, resulting from the heuristic 
requirement concerning idealization, has been widely discussed in cur­
rent Philosophy of Science, becoming a classical subject within this 
field. Indeed, authors like Nancy Cartwright or Arthur Fine have re­
centlystressed, respectively, the idealization process required by the 
mathematical treatment of empirical phenomena, and the crucial role 
that theoretical fictions play in the scientific inquiry. 

Nevertheless, in contrast to the above contribution, Vailati has also 
kept some idealistic assumptions about science that would be difficult 
to maintain today. For example, science must be regarded as not in­
fluenced by feelings or particular interests. As we saw earlier, Vailati 
opposes James' view that passionate interests are necessary conditions 
of religion as much as of science. Contrary to this, Vailati argues that 
science must result from a dispassionate search for truth. A second 
assumption states that science must be considered as continuous and 
cumulative.21 Notwithstanding historical changes, theories should con­
tinue to express substantially the same facts and to serve the same ends. 
The diachronic characterization of theories, in presenting them in their 
dynamic aspect, should make evident that they develop in a consistent, 
lineal, cumulative way. The apparent incompatibility between different 
stages in a theory's development are due to the introduction of new 
methods or notation for processes formerly treated with different pro­
cedures and referred to by other names. It is easy to realize how the 
current, widely shared interpretation of scientific change, which has 
been greatly influenced by the Kuhnian vindication of a discontinu­
ous development of science, opposes Vailati's approach here. For T. S. 
Kuhn had emphasized, precisely, how revolutionary theory changes of­
ten involved attaching incompatible meanings to the same words such 
as the term 'mass' in Newtonian and relativistic mechanics. 

21 "The logicians as well as the pragmatists have thus contributed to destroy a 
number of prejudices attributed to supposed incompatibilities between. the theories 
now current and the views of the great scientists or thinkers of antiquity" (Vailati, 
1906a, this volume, p. 165). 
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Cognition understood as a fallible, goal-oriented activity 

As for Vailati's fallibilist conception of knowledge, his main point is 
that propositions cannot be both irrefutable and instructive. The over­
sight of this incompatibility between analytic and synthetic statements 
would have resulted in numerous paralogisms, where the certainty of 
an analytical statement would be mistakenly transferred to a synthetic 
one. Meaningfulness or cognitive value is conceived as incompatible 
with absolute certainty, self-evidence and universality. Many equivocal 
argumentations have derived from the fact that sentences that are used 
as synthetic truths in ordinary applications are also used as analytic 
truths in some other applications, keeping in the first case the character 
of certainty that is only ascribable to the second.22 Put in Vailati's own 
words: 

Such a fact is the source of a number of equivocal and illusory argu­
mentations, among which we must highlight, first of all, those based 
on the apparent character of certainty and evidence that is conferred 
to this kind of assertions, only because they can be interpreted, at 
the same time or in rapid succession, as belonging to one or the other 
of the aforementioned kinds. Therefore, there are propositions that, 
while working in their ordinary applications as true assertions, rela­
tive to facts which can either be produced or not and would induce 
us to declare such propositions as false, can, at the same time, also be 
presented as propositions whose truth cannot be contested, if not by 
someone who doubts the meaning attributed to some of the words in 
the proposition. Thus, they are exempted, whenever necessary, from 
any need of proof or possibility of confutation (Vailati and Calderoni, 
1909a, this volume, p. 252). 

A similar standpoint could be found already in Aristotle's idea that 
"the existence cannot be part of the essence of any thing" (co odvaL ouX 
ouota OUOEV(), ch. 7 in Analytica Posteriora, this volume, p. 253). The 
so called "ontological proof" (Le., Anselm's demonstration of God's ex­
istence) would constitute a clear case of nonobservance of the principle 
that we cannot say of anything that it exists by definition. Still an­
other example, this borrowed from Bolzano (Wissenschaftslehre, 1837): 
the sentence expressing the so-called "principle of causality," Le. that 
"every effect must have a cause," is often regarded as an irrefutable 
synthetic statement on the wrong basis that we cannot conceive an 
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effect without a cause. But if we are making a synthetic use of that 
statement, what we mean is that every fact or event has a cause, which 
is no longer self-evident. 

Vailati's fallibilist conception of cognition is also evident in his resort 
to cognitive (inferential) usefulness as a criterion for the choice of defi­
nitions and postulates. He attempts to broaden the Scholastic theory of 
definition, so that definitions are understood as propositions justified 
only by virtue of the importance and utility of the consequences which 
are derivable from them. 

These [postulates and definitions] appear in their true quality as propo­
sitions which possess the function of determining, in view of given ends 
or application, the various fields of research; that is, as propositions 
whose sole justification consists in the importance and utility of the 
consequences which it may be possible to deduce therefrom (Vailati, 
1906a, this volume, p. 168). 

This approach entails an anti-foundationalist and pluralistic con­
ception of both definitions and postulates. According to Vailati's view, 
there is no ultimate, categorical distinction between postulates and 
other propositions within the same field. The choice of postulates is 
not determined by some postulates being more evident than others, 
but depends on the pre-established end, together with the examina­
tion of the relations between postulates and dependent propositions.23 

Requirements like those concerning the minimum number of postu­
lates accepted or the exact determination of their domain of validity 
or applicability are also connected to the pragmatic understanding of 
postulates. To illustrate this point, Vailati uses the following example 
(borrowed from Maxwell, and cited by Roiti(1887)): the proposition 
"the area of a triangle is given by one half the product of the base by 
the altitude" would not be true if one took, as unit of measure of areas, 
the square with base and altitude as unit length, instead of the square 
having such unit as side. 

23 "Instead of conceiving of the difference between postulates and the other propo­
sitions which are demonstrated by means of them as consisting in the possession on 
the part of the former of some special character which renders them per se more 
acceptable, more evident, less disputable, and so on; the mathematical logicians 
regard postulates as propositions on a par with all the others. The choice of such 
'postulates' may differ according to the end in view, and must, in any case, depend 
upon an examination- of the relations of dependence or connection which may be 
established between these 'postulates' and the remaining propositions of a given 
theory, and upon a comparison with the form into which the treatment as a whole 
would develop under conditions of varying choices" (Vailati, 1906a, this volume, 
p. 164). 
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This fallibilist understanding of knowledge is evident also in Vailati's 
skepticism about irrefutable assertions concerning perceptions or feel­
ings, as we have already discussed in the subsection "Application of 
Vailati's criterion to different domains of existence." He argues that 
typical judgments, like those about illusory sensations or feelings, show 
that these assertions actually imply predictions that must be taken into 
account to validate them. The following quotation expresses this idea: 

It is in this same sense that we talk about "false pleasures," "wrong 
preferences," even though· pleasures and our preferences are immedi­
ate irrefutable things. ';Yhat we intend when using these expressions 
is simply that the individual appreciation would be different, if we 
were aware of some overlooked· consequence, or if we were reminded of 
some momentarily forgotten facts (Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, this. 
volume, p. 245). 

Mental states and mental capacities: Vailati versus 
James 

Pragmatic aspects in Vailati's conception of the mind 

Vailati's conception of the mind has some unequivocal pragmatic as­
pects, although they are combined with some more traditional, Brenta­
nian ones. Among the pragmatic aspects, we can mention the idea 
that to entertain a belief is to have a certain kind of expectation. This 
is closely connected with the common characterization of beliefs put 
forward by traditional pragmatists, who regarded them as habits de­
termining our actions. Vailati complemented this account by carefully 
specifying the kind of habit that shapes our actions, namely, a habit of 
expectation. 

To entertain a certain belief instead of another means, for the pragma­
tist, to have a certain kind of expectation, different from the expecta­
tions he would have if he had a different belief (Vailati and Calderoni, 
1909b, this volume, p. 237).24 

Borrowing an example from Berkeley's Theory of Vision, 1732, 
Vailati points out that judgments about distances, shapes and di­
mensions of objects do not depend on actual perceptions but on ex­
pectations that certain experiences (visual perceptions, in this case) 
would occur, given specific conditions, such as changes of location of 
the observer with respect to the object. 

24 Later in the same paper he writes: "In fact, alongside our beliefs regarding the 
future, we have an equally significant number of other beliefs that, apparently, only 
regard facts from the present or the past. Nevertheless, if we look closer at such 
beliefs we can see that a reference to the future is always an essential part of their 
meaning" (Vailati and Calderoni, 1909b, this volume, p. 237). 
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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 
(Vailatiand 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 current valid­
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 structure--one by 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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