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American Naturalism  
and the Future of Philosophy

When one reaches the final steps of the academic ladder and retires, one 
takes delight at the accomplishments of rising scholars. This publica-
tion represents the excellent work of such scholars. Katarzyna Kremp- 
lewska organized and edited this volume, and her exceptional schol-
arship is represented in her recent publication of George Santayana’s  
Political Hermeneutics1 which is the best work on Santayana’s political 
philosophy that exists.2

I.  ChallengesI.  Challenges

Scholars and universities have always faced challenges, but many of to-
day’s challenges are different from the traditional ones. Traditional chal-

1 Katarzyna Kremplewska, George Santayana’s Political Hermeneutics (Leiden– 
–Boston: Brill, 2022).

2 I also want to acknowledge the remarkable challenges the people of War-
saw and Poland are facing with the flood of Ukrainian refugees. This is not an 
easy time, and you have chosen to meet these challenges well. Thank you.

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4311-414X
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lenges may be highlighted by George Santayana’s encounter with Presi-
dent Eliot (1869–1909) in the Harvard Yard in the 1890s. President Eliot 
asked Santayana how his class in Greek philosophy was going. Santayana 
began to explain the progress his students were making in understand-
ing the philosophies of Plato and Aristotle and the problems they were 
encountering. The president quickly interrupted saying: “No, no, San-
tayana, what I mean by my enquiry is, how many students have enrolled 
for your lectures?”3

As a former president, one understands the temptation to make aca-
demic judgments based on numbers, on financial concerns, and on the 
economic returns of investments. As president, one’s daily life is infused 
with calculations regarding the viability of projects and plans, mostly 
presented in the context of affordability in the arena of historic expen-
ditures and economic returns. One must balance such calculations with 
academic needs and future developments. One also knows that when 
financial concerns are dominant, they may overlook the intellectu-
al growth of students and can undermine the value of scholarly rese-
arch whose expenditures often are not equal to the financial costs of the 
university. These are traditional challenges that continue to be faced by 
scholars and administrators, but now they are joined by difficulties not 
encountered by previous generations. 

Santayana thought President Eliot’s goals for Harvard College over-
shadowed intellectual pursuits and placed student learning more in line 
with professional preparation for holding positions in major business 
enterprises and political offices. But even with this traditional concern, 
neither Santayana nor Dewey faced the prospects of their departments 
being eliminated or significantly reduced. In the United States current 
economic challenges remain coupled with a focus on job training and 
employment, along with an increased political involvement in higher 
education. The more recent challenges include a  significant reduction 
or elimination of liberal arts graduate programs. Undergraduate libe-
ral arts majors are also being reduced. Some are eliminated while pre-
serving them as elements of a core curriculum that may also be facing 
a reduction of required courses. Research support for liberal arts faculty 
is limited and sometimes eliminated altogether.4

3 George Santayana, Character and Opinion in the United States, With Reminis-
cences of William James and Josiah Royce and Academic Life in America (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1920), 186.

4 For more information see Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr., “Higher Education: The 
Challenges and John Ryder’s Response,” Pragmatism Today 12(2) (2021): 169–177.
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These problems are not isolated to the United States. There are 
worldwide issues. Since 2006 there has been a rise in authoritarian go-
vernments. Notably China achieved considerable economic success by 
making autocratic decisions not bound by conflicts in representative de-
mocracies. Such autocratic approaches may appear to be more effective 
in meeting pressing demands by not having to deal with the growing 
divisions in many democratic societies. Russia and other dictatorships 
have been on the rise. Using the POLITY data series, in 2020 the Center 
for Systemic Peace classified the United States as an anocracy, a mixture 
of democratic and autocratic features. A notice on the front page of the 
CSP website read:

The USA has dropped below the “democracy threshold” (+6) on the POLITY 
scale in 2020 and is now considered an anocracy (+5). It has also lost its des-
ignation as the world’s oldest, continuous democracy; that designation now 
belongs to Switzerland (171 years), followed by New Zealand (142) and the 
United Kingdom (139). Further degradation of democratic authority in the 
USA will trigger an Adverse Regime Change event.5

 
But in 2021 a more positive note occurred:

NOTE: The USA dropped below the “democracy threshold” (+6) on the POL-
ITY scale in 2020 and was considered an anocracy (+5) at the end of the year 
2020; the USA score for 2021 returned to democracy (+8).6

The 2020 designation of anocracy, a semi-democracy, is likely caused 
by several political turns in America, principally the Republican Party 
moving more towards autocratic measures that suppress voting by mi-
norities, women’s rights, political equality, and increased economic and 
health insecurities for significant portions of our population. By 2021 the 
Republicans no longer held the presidency in the US, and the Democrats 
had a slight majority in both the House of Representatives and the Se-
nate. But now it appears that slim majority is in jeopardy as the U.S. ap-
proaches its 2022 mid-term elections and the 2024 presidential election. 
Some are suggesting that the Russian invasion of Ukraine may change 
the global democratic recession by uniting free societies giving support 
to liberal democratic policies. In addition, in the US some are sugge-
sting that the leak of the draft Supreme Court decision overturning Roe 
vs. Wade may also play a role in the upcoming elections by bringing out 

5 https://www.systemicpeace.org/.
6 https://www.systemicpeace.org/.
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supporters of liberal democratic principles. In addition, China’s respon-
se to the coronavirus pandemic appears to have slowed or stopped their 
economic advancement, causing some to believe there is renewed hope 
for more democratic and less authoritarian governments. Predicting the 
future of governmental structures is not easy or simple. As a result, we 
simply must wait and see what changes, if any, come in the rise of au-
tocracies worldwide. In the United States the November 2022 mid-term 
elections, followed by the 2024 presidential election, will provide telling 
indicators of the direction of American democracy or anocracy, but cur-
rently there is a global democratic recession.

II.  Democratic RecessionII.  Democratic Recession

Internationally there is a  democratic recession and a  rising autocratic 
political tide that challenges many of the basic elements of liberal de-
mocracies. The democratic recession is highlighted in Larry Diamond’s 
2015 article “Facing up to the Democratic Recession.”7 This article un-
derscores many of the concerns regarding the rise of autocracies and the 
decline of democracies. Diamond’s explication of the worldwide decline 
in democracies led to other researchers exploring the rise of autocracies 
and even to university courses focusing on the democratic recession.

Coupled with this global democratic recession, there is a growing 
censorship of topics that right-wing autocratic societies find disturbing, 
and in the United States there are efforts, some successful, to elimina-
te tenure and diminish support for research not only in the humanities 
but in the sciences as well. Even while this is occurring, there is signi-
ficant research in the biological and neurosciences leading to a better 
understanding of human cognition and behavior that challenge tradi-
tional views of cognition and human interaction with others and with 
our environment. Where all this will lead no one knows. Even if the fa-
culty positions lost during the pandemic are restored in the future, it is 
very likely that the makeup of the faculty will not mirror the pre-pan-
demic disciplines. Instead, most expect any significant increases in fa-
culty will likely come in areas other than the liberal arts. What we do 
know is that it will be the rising scholars who will face these new chal-
lenges and, we hope, who will work to resolve them in a productive and 
positive manner.

7 Larry Diamond, “Facing up to the Democratic Recession,” Journal of De-
mocracy 26(1) (2015): 141–155.
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III.  American NaturalismsIII.  American Naturalisms

Philosophical naturalism should play a major role in confronting these 
challenges. But what is naturalism and what direction should it take? 
Within this article it is not possible either to describe in detail American 
naturalism or to map out all the alternative routes open to it. As a result, 
only the outlines of naturalism and its possible responses to contem-
porary challenges will be given, and I  look forward to rising scholars 
building more coherent approaches and providing intellectual insights 
that may be missed.

Put simply, there are two major types of American naturalism. One 
is a progressive naturalism exemplified in John Dewey. The other is the 
thorough, non-reductive naturalism exemplified in George Santayana. 
The two views have overlapping areas sharing some of the same princi-
ples and views, although there are also significant differences. 

A.  Cultural Naturalism (John Dewey)A.  Cultural Naturalism (John Dewey)

Cultural naturalism views the philosophical enterprise as engaged in 
society, working to resolve problems that confront individuals, organi-
zations, governments, and human relationships in particular situations. 
Dewey preferred his outlook to be called a  cultural naturalism rath-
er than pragmatism or instrumentalism, partly because it is a broader 
characterization and perhaps because it is less likely to be seen as idio-
syncratic to American culture. In fact, today one finds a reluctance even 
in America for individuals outside of philosophy to endorse views of 
pragmatism or instrumentalism because they seem to be too limited to 
the practical and what works. Too often pragmatism and instrumental-
ism appear to many as terms of the past, having passed their usefulness 
in the natural and social sciences. With an ironic smile, one might say 
if you use the pragmatic criterion, then perhaps one should not use the 
term “pragmatism.” 

The reluctance to use the classification of pragmatism has been my 
experience in teaching undergraduate honors courses in molecular ge-
netics as well as being a Professor of Medical and Molecular Genetics in 
medical schools and in my clinical experiences in hospitals. However, 
cultural naturalism retains a positive and progressive approach to con-
temporary issues. The progressive nature is focused on human expe-
rience, avoiding any dualism, and situating all human activities in re-
solving problems and moving towards a  better set of circumstances. 
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There is no dualism of mind and body, rather the mind is an activity 
that works to resolve personal and social problems. One should think 
of the word ‘mind’ as a verb in which one minds one’s actions to bene-
fit society and oneself. Neither are individuals and societies separated, 
but they interact together with individuals functioning to build a better 
society. And for Dewey, democracy is both a form of life and a form of 
government. As a form of life its aim is to create circumstances in which 
every person may flourish.

The focus on education is central to cultural naturalism. Education 
is seen as the basis for individuals to flourish in society and for society 
to achieve the best environment for the individuals. They are interde-
pendent. Hence, this form of naturalism is optimistic, suggesting that 
one’s task is always melioristic, always leading to improvement in one’s 
circumstances. Human interaction with the natural processes is aimed 
at producing outcomes that are improvements over what might have oc-
curred. There is the optimism that something better is possible.

B.  Thorough, Non-Reductive Naturalism (Santayana)B.  Thorough, Non-Reductive Naturalism (Santayana)

A full naturalist is less optimistic regarding human intervention in so-
cial and natural circumstances. Humans are seen as animals living in 
their environments, shaped by their natural circumstances out of which 
arise their cultural environments. Although humans and other animals 
may always try to make things better, there may be some circumstanc-
es in which nothing better is possible, and only the tragic lies on the 
horizon. Even in such circumstances a  naturalistic humor is possible 
and perhaps needed. One of the best representatives of such humor is 
George Carlin who makes fun of efforts to save the planet. He notes the 
planet will be here much longer than humans, so the planet is fine, but 
the people are not.8

Some naturalists are reductionist, maintaining that all human acti-
vity can be reduced to natural causes, and if we are to understand hu-
man individuals and societies, we need to look only at the material and 
natural conditions that shape our actions, societies, and environments. 
Santayana is a  non-reductive naturalist who maintains that there are 
aspects of human life and societies that simply cannot be reduced to 
their material conditions. These include art, music, consciousness, and 
much that makes life worthwhile. In fact, his view of the spiritual life, 

8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7W33HRc1A6c.
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the life of cultivating consciousness and its values, should be the princi-
pal aim for humans so inclined, as he was. For Santayana, the life of con-
sciousness provides an elevation above the material causality of all life, 
creating a world not bound by temporary existence and enabling a deli-
ght in consciousness not shaped by environmental practical needs. Even 
so, although it may be prolonged through cultivation, it is temporary be-
cause animal life requires us to eat, find shelter, and confront practical 
difficulties in everyday life.

Santayana endorsed a view that each individual should flourish in 
their environment and as much as possible do so without impeding the 
life of others. However, he did not think that democracy as a form of go-
vernment was suitable for everyone in all circumstances. Depending on 
the natural circumstances, other forms of government may be better. 

Others shared Santayana’s view. Walter Lippman in 1922 published 
Public Opinion9 in which he advances the idea that most people, no mat-
ter their educational background, can be manipulated. History is brim-
ming with such manipulation through false information and/or leader-
ship committed to extreme causes. One may think of the January 1942 
Wannsee Conference near Berlin that formulated the Nazi Final Solu-
tion in ninety minutes time. The attendees consisted of mostly highly 
educated people. Or one may note the current United States extreme 
right wing putting forward false information to pursue their agenda. 
Many of the leaders are well-educated, as well as many of their follo-
wers. Lippman indicates that such manipulation is often overlooked, 
leading to a “democratic fallacy” regarding the viability of any demo-
cracy. Based on this “realistic” approach, others suggested that the best 
government might be more aristocratic in which a  few well-educated 
and wise people directed governmental activities. Some suggested this 
might be reached through representative governments or parliamenta-
ry approaches without the direct daily influence of public opinion. Both 
Santayana and Bertrand Russell were concerned about Dewey’s optimi-
stic approach, and Santayana, in particular, took a more naturalistic ap-
proach, suggesting that various forms of governments, including demo-
cracies, in their different settings may be organized for the betterment 
of individuals. But Santayana did not think that a democratic form of 
government was necessarily the best for all societies, nor does a demo-
cratic way of life necessarily foster what is best for all individuals. San-
tayana’s criteria for a good society focuses on the values of harmony and 

9 Walter Lippman, Public Opinion (New York: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1922).
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charity, as Katarzyna Kremplewska explicates in her book mentioned 
earlier. She writes:

I have attempted my own interpretation with the support of two hermeneu-
tic keys, namely the notions of harmony and charity. What emerges from 
this reading is an eclectic, modern, and reflective approach, which seeks to 
explain justice in terms of three of its possible motivations – the pursuit of 
harmony by a disinterested reason, the admiration and recognition of multi-
form human excellence, and a universal incentive, reflected in different reli-
gious and philosophical traditions worldwide, to minimize suffering. While 
all of them are meant to express some shade of impartiality, the first one is 
a principle of the life of reason, the second and the third may be described 
as different facets of love – love as idealization or a premonition of perfec-
tion in the other, and love as a sense of sympathy with the suffering other, 
accompanied by a desire to relief them.10

Santayana’s view is that the role of these values depends on the envi-
ronment. The social organization promoting these values may vary in 
many ways including some that may be democratic in governmental 
structure and others not.

IV.  Alternative ApproachesIV.  Alternative Approaches

Where does this leave us, or lead us? The two forms of American nat-
uralism leave open many alternatives in the face of a global decline in 
the liberal arts and especially in philosophy, coupled with a worldwide 
democratic recession. Here are some alternative approaches open to phi-
losophers and other scholars. 

A.  Abandon the University LifeA.  Abandon the University Life

We might follow Santayana’s approach and abandon the university set-
ting and practice philosophy as a way of life rather than as a university 
professor, giving one the freedom to travel and write as an independent 
scholar, as Santayana did. Santayana planned his retirement from Har-
vard beginning in 1893–1894. Around 1910 he announced he was retir-
ing, but the new president of Harvard, Abbot Lawrence Lowell (1909– 
–1933), asked him not to retire and there was an agreement that he would 
teach one year at the Sorbonne and one year at Harvard. But Santayana 

10 Kremplewska, George Santayana’s Political Hermeneutics, 327.
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was clear that this was a tentative agreement, and he was not sure how 
long he could honor the terms of the agreement. Finally, he retired in 
1912 at the age of forty-eight. His books sold quite well making retire-
ment possible, and he also received an inheritance from his mother in 
1912 that augmented his savings. In addition, his works continued to sell 
well after his retirement, and his novel, The Last Puritan, and the first 
book of his autobiography, Persons and Places, were best-selling books 
in the US, England, and parts of Europe. His popularity as a writer was 
demonstrated in 1936 when he appeared on the front of Time magazine.11 
As a result, he was free from the strictures of academic life and the lim-
itations, as he saw them, of the United States. He spent the remainder 
of his life traveling, hosting many guests, and eventually in November 
1924 setting up permanent residence at the Bristol Hotel on the Piaza 
Barberini, Rome, where he spent most of the year while living in Corti-
na D’Ampezzo in northern Italy during the summers. He never owned 
a house but lived as a resident in hotels or with friends during his travels 
and stay in Rome. Following his failed attempt to leave Italy during the 
Mussolini regime, he eventually took up residence on October 14, 1941 at 
Clinica della Piccola Compagna di Maria on the Caelian Hill, a hospital 
run by the Blue Nuns where he resided until his death in 1952. At that 
time, it was not unusual for hospitals to provide residence for famous 
people in the later years of their lives. 

However, abandoning university life is an unlikely path for most 
scholars because of one’s personal interests in teaching, not to mention 
financial and professional concerns. Even so, there are several philoso-
phers who have followed this course and delighted in their freedom, 
although sometimes missing their students and colleagues. Most of us 
may look forward to such freedom and delight in retirement, if it is well 
planned.

B.  Abandon Philosophy and Become an AdministratorB.  Abandon Philosophy and Become an Administrator

This is not an uncommon alternative. I and several of my colleagues have 
become not only department chairs, but deans, provosts and presidents. 
Being able to support the work of others is a positive occupation, and it 
requires considerable time the more one moves up the administrative 
ladder causing one’s own research and publications to diminish or end. 
Quite a few colleagues have returned to the academic life of students, col-

11 Time, vol. 27, no. 5 (February 3, 1936).
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leagues, and scholarship after trying administrative life for a few years. 
They find the interaction with students and colleagues, their own re-
search, and the freedom of the summers far better than the pace and re-
wards of an administrative career. This is understandable. Having held 
the positions of chair, dean, and president, I think the most rewarding 
career is the classroom and research. Even so, the administrative combi-
nation of critical reasoning along with a clear sense of academic goals, fi-
nancial acumen, public speaking, fund raising abilities, and interactions 
with public figures provide dimensions to life rarely found in an aca-
demic career. For some such a career is the culmination of their active life 
before retirement that ends with many celebrations and awards for one’s 
contributions and achievements. For others it ends early with a return to 
faculty status, and one hopes a better life. For others it ends in the most 
unpleasant way as academic and political interests conflict, or academ-
ics and athletics conflict (particularly with Division 1 football and bas-
ketball), or financial support diminishes resulting in very difficult deci-
sions, or there are simply unresolved conflicts with the governing board 
or state oversight commissions or a combination of such conflicts result-
ing in the end of a career. Being an administrator is not an easy alter-
native to being a professor, and one should choose carefully. Even with 
care, it is not always easy to discover or predict the complications that 
will come in one’s administrative career. Hence, take care.

C.  Continue as a University ProfessorC.  Continue as a University Professor

Most academics will likely choose this course of action. A few who are 
employed in well-established and well-endowed universities will con-
tinue their teaching and research as they have before, expanding their 
horizons and delighting in the progress of the students. However, if the 
support for liberal arts continues to decline, many academics in the lib-
eral arts are likely to face more limited teaching and research oppor-
tunities as their department and number of colleagues decline and the 
student enrollment in liberal arts courses continues to decrease as well. 
The professional and financial support for the liberal arts appears likely 
to worsen through the next decade and perhaps longer. So, what are the 
options for philosophers, and others, who are facing this less positive fu-
ture? There are many.



American Naturalism and the Future of Philosophy 1919

1.  Philosophy as Literature1.  Philosophy as Literature*

Perhaps the future of philosophy is to become a part of literature or po-
etry. In the past, and in some current universities, philosophy is a part 
of a larger department that may include English, history, and other dis-
ciplines. Some think philosophy’s contemporary roles may better align 
with a literature program. In Santayana’s novel, The Last Puritan, he ap-
pends an “Epilogue.” There, a fictional figure from the novel, Mario Van 
de Weyer, engages in a conversation with Santayana about whether the 
novel should be published. One can only guess that Santayana was smil-
ing and enjoying writing this fictional dialogue. Mario reportedly had 
asked Santayana to document the life of Oliver Alden, the last puritan. 
But Mario is unhappy with Santayana’s accounts of Mario’s sexual ad-
ventures. Even so, he agrees that the book should be published saying, 
“It’s all your invention, but perhaps there’s a better philosophy in it than 
in your other books.” One might expect a normal philosopher to be un-
happy with such a comment, but not Santayana. He asks why is it better 
and the response is:

Because now you’re not arguing or proving or criticizing anything, but 
painting a picture. The trouble with you philosophers is that you misunder-
stand your vocation. You ought to be poets, but you insist on laying down 
the law for the universe, physical and moral, and are vexed with one another 
because your inspirations are not identical.12

Today, there are some who see great value not only in interpreting 
philosophy as literature or poetry, but also much value in the poetic va-
lue of philosophy. And one might think well of a philosopher who is less 
interested in arguing whether his outlook is true or accurate, and more 
interested in portraying the human condition and circumstances in lite-
rature, poetry, or perhaps better, in a novel. 

Jerry Griswold’s proposed work on Wallace Stevens’ indebtedness 
to Santayana13 is an example of poetry reflecting philosophy, and per-

 * See also Herman J. Saatkamp Jr., “Santayana: Biography and the Future 
of Philosophy,” Pragmatism Today: The Journal of the Central-European Pragmatist 
Forum 11(2) (2020): 129–130.

12 George Santayana, The Last Puritan: A  Memoir in the Form of a  Novel, 
ed. William G. Holzberger, Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr. (Cambridge, Massachusetts– 
–London, England: The MIT Press, 1994), 572.

13 Jerry Griswold applied for a National Endowment for the Humanities Fel-
lowship in the spring of 2022 to pursue this work and eventual publication. Un-
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haps in a mode that is better and more expressive than philosophical 
works. Griswold explores the possibility that Stevens’ The Rock is mode-
led after sections of Santayana’s Scepticism and Animal Faith. He propo-
ses a poem-for-chapter parallel between the two works. Griswold cle-
arly succeeds in establishing a strong relationship between Santayana 
and Stevens, and his effort to establish a stronger relationship may be 
questioned by some, but his effort succeeds in establishing parallels be-
tween their works and also showing that Stevens goes beyond Santa- 
yana’s philosophical endeavors and provides a more articulate and clear 
expression of issues through poetry than is possible in philosophy. San-
tayana’s fictional conversation with Mario in The Last Puritan suggests 
that philosophers would be better if they were poets. In essence Santa- 
yana is endorsing “philosophy in poetry,” and that is exactly what Gri-
swold establishes Stevens is doing with great originality and significant 
advancement in his own work.

2.  Revive Classical American Philosophy’s Giving Advice2.  Revive Classical American Philosophy’s Giving Advice

Giving advice is central to some of the history of classical American phi-
losophy, advice on living well and making decisions fostering the best of 
opportunities. One may find elements of this approach in Royce, James, 
Santayana, Dewey, and even Peirce. Some contemporary philosophers 
have also pursued this pathway, often with reflections on their own ap-
proach to living well and hoping others of like mind may benefit from 
their perspectives. John Lachs, my mentor and friend, is a philosophi-
cal scholar who takes this approach without the sense that his is the 
only way to live well. His works such as Intermediate Man, A Community 
of Individuals (1981), Relevance of Philosophy to Life (1995), In Love with Life 
(1998), Stoic Pragmatism (2012), Freedom and Limits (2014), Meddling: On the 
Virtue of Leaving Others Alone (2014), and The Cost of Comfort (2019) expand 
parameters of philosophy by explicating how some philosophical con-
siderations and understandings are relevant to everyday life, illuminat-
ing the significance and consequences of human action.

Although giving advice is a central part of the history of philosophy, 
today few philosophers can give advice that the public will find of inte-
rest. Hence, this approach may be open only to a few philosophers with 
the skill of writing that is not embellished with academic jargon and is 

fortunately, Jerry Griswold died in 2022 before his NEH application could be 
fully reviewed. 
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readily understood by the general, educated public. Even if this is the 
case, the approach is one that is open to some philosophers, and some 
do it quite well.

3.  Reach out to Other Disciplines and Collaborate3.  Reach out to Other Disciplines and Collaborate

In a time of declining support some philosophers, perhaps many, may 
find it rewarding to break through the isolation of their departmental 
boundaries and begin collaborative efforts with other disciplines. Phi-
losophers are sometimes surprised at how welcome such collaboration 
is and by their own delight that comes from working with others on 
projects, research, and even classroom teaching. Of course, there are too 
many possible areas of collaboration to mention them all. In what fol-
lows, I will outline a few areas and focus on the natural sciences which 
has been my principal area of interest. 

a.a.   Education and PoliticsEducation and Politics

One should follow Dewey’s example and engage in pre-university ed-
ucation, building programs that address the intellectual inquiries and 
methods raised by original thinkers in the area including Dewey, Rous-
seau, Freire, and others. Pre-university education needs active support 
and originality to prepare students to be independent and responsible 
citizens. In so doing, one may find that engaging in political discussions 
and in local, state, national, and international politics not only will be 
helpful in making policies more thoughtful and thorough, but one will 
also learn a great deal. Dewey’s engagement in pre-university education 
was important to him and to his various efforts to enhance public and 
private education. Within many universities, there are programs and 
schools for K-12 students. It may well be a good time for philosophers to 
follow in Dewey’s footsteps and reengage in pre-university education. 
Some have advised me that this option is not as open as it once was to 
philosophers, but I have also found many educators who welcome the 
insights and the collaborative work of philosophers in K-12 grades in 
both public and private schools. Even if one thinks it is not as open as it 
once was, it is worth the effort.
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b.  History, Art, Music, and Moreb.  History, Art, Music, and More

Understanding our history and cultural backgrounds is a vital element 
in tackling problems we face as well as living worthwhile lives. As Ci-
cero said: “To be ignorant of what happened before you were born, is 
to remain a  child forever.”14 Philosophical issues are often shaped by 
historical circumstances, and the teamwork of historians and philoso-
phers often provide insights not highlighted without the collaboration. 
There is much to be explored collaboratively in art. Apart from art some-
times reflecting philosophical issues, there are particular themes that 
have philosophical dimensions such as the chiaroscuro (light-dark) re-
flections on life that uses contrasts of light to achieve volume in paint-
ings. Cinema and photography portray visually many human dilemmas 
faced in life. Music is remarkable with many musicians and composers 
influenced by philosophical works. One thinks of Glenn Gould who re-
ferred to himself as “the last puritan” described in Santayana’s novel.15 
Or Luis de Pablo’s setting Santayana’s poem, “Cape Cod,” to music16 and 
his secretly reading Santayana even when Santayana was not permit-
ted to be read during the Franco regime in Spain.17 And there is so much 
more regarding themes, rhythms, repetition, images, undercurrents  – 
all worth a philosopher’s examination and explication. 

c.  Artificial Intelligencec.  Artificial Intelligence

Collaborating with computer scientists and scholars in artificial intel-
ligence not only helps one to share philosophical insights and their im-
plications for issues (knowledge, intelligence, ethics, consciousness, 
epistemology, free will, etc.), but it also enables one to have a first-hand 
experience with AI. 

14 “nescire quid antequam natus sis acciderit, id est semper esse puerum.” 
Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Oratore [On the Orator], Book XXXIV (Cambridge: Har-
vard University Press, 1914), 120.

15 “Glenn Gould,” Wikipedia. See also https://www.tutorhunt.com/re-
source/12919/.

16 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luis_de_Pablo. See also https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=RLHgxxMx2lg.

17 Luis de Pablo discussed this with me one of the times we met in Madrid 
while I was working on the MIT critical edition of The Works of George Santayana.

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tutorhunt.com%2Fresource%2F12919%2F&data=05%7C01%7C%7C73f7446fa3ca419f87c808da419520b5%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637894405995317330%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=0%2F62zlXxRhWcjtQ56hzD1FBAdbgbp5pZhrrLW8T9Sao%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tutorhunt.com%2Fresource%2F12919%2F&data=05%7C01%7C%7C73f7446fa3ca419f87c808da419520b5%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637894405995317330%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=0%2F62zlXxRhWcjtQ56hzD1FBAdbgbp5pZhrrLW8T9Sao%3D&reserved=0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luis_de_Pablo
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d.  Social Sciencesd.  Social Sciences

Studying the concepts, methods, and logic of the social sciences is a vi-
tal aspect of higher education and our societies. Working collaboratively 
with social scientists will advance philosophical understanding and en-
hance the social sciences. The practical consequences of the social sci-
ences may also enliven and provide a base for philosophical conjectures 
and outlooks.

e.  Natural Sciencese.  Natural Sciences18

There are many areas in the natural sciences where philosophers may 
collaborate in research and publications. My own experience has been in 
genetics and the neurosciences, and I will focus on that. 

Philosophical naturalism and the neurosciences have common inte-
rests including the concepts and processes of consciousness, rationality, 
intelligence, agency, ethics, knowledge, truth, cognitive processes such 
as (reflection, inference, hypothesis testing), society, habits, sensations, 
emotion, perception, animal and human mental life, culture, evolution, 
responsibility, freedom, autonomy, blame, art, music, and more.

One may wonder what to call such collaborations. Several philoso-
phers are suggesting that the field be called neuro pragmatism, but I sug-
gest that neuro naturalism is a better classification based on my previous 
comments that the use of pragmatism, even in the US, may not meet the 
pragmatic criterion of being helpful and useful. The common meaning 
of pragmatism is something practical, but that seems to carry little we-
ight in a laboratory setting or in collaborative discussions. Hence, neuro 
naturalism is likely to have a better reception. In addition, it uses termi-
nology that both Dewey and Santayana preferred.

Santayana left to the sciences any explanation of the causation of hu-
man action. Consciousness is a reflection of one’s psyche, the material 
conditions of oneself, interacting with one’s environment. And in many 
ways, Santayana was a century ahead of his time as some recent neuro-
science research seems to confirm Santayana’s view that our awareness 
of decisions comes after the material causes.19

18 More information may be found in “Santayana: Biography and the Future 
of Philosophy,” Pragmatism Today 11(2) (2020): 125–136.

19 Stephen Hawking in 2016 (Burton), for example, emphasized this view. 
He cited neurologist Ben Libet of the University of California, San Francisco, 



Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr.2424

And one does not have to look far to see that Dewey’s naturalism was 
engaged with issues relating to our nervous system when he writes:

To see the organism in nature, the nervous system in the organism, the brain 
in the nervous system, the cortex in the brain is the answer to the problems 
which haunt philosophy. And when thus seen they will be seen to be in, not 
as marbles are in a box but as events are in history, in a moving, growing 
never finished process.20 

Today there are neuroscientists dealing with issues of human actions 
and activities resulting in many beneficial applications. Restoring stroke 
victims’ connections to their natural limbs is now possible in some ca-
ses, and amputees can move artificial limbs after their brain neurons are 
connected to electrical impulses that move the limbs when the person 
wants them to move. Interventions controlling human impulses are on 
the rise. Experiments controlling obesity in mice resulted from research 
into Parkinson’s disease. 21 Other impulse-control experiments are un-
derway relating to alcoholism, aggression, depression, and more. And, 
of course, some are suggesting such experiments may lead to enhancing 
one’s mathematical abilities, the ability to concentrate, and other aspects 
of human personality.

And now there is research that enables us, on a limited basis, to de-
termine what a person is seeing or thinking by examining parts of the 
brain. Jack Gallant22 has suggested that in the future there may be some-
thing called the “Google Cap” through which we can tell what a person 
is thinking, even if that person is not aware of it. These possibilities have 
led Dr. Rafael Yuste,23 Professor of Biological Sciences and Director of 

who found that there are brain processes that occur nearly half a second before 
a person is aware of the decision to act. In other words, there are action-specific 
electrical activities in the brain that precede any awareness of a decision being 
made to act. This seems consistent with Santayana’s non-scientific view that 
consciousness, thought, reason are aftereffects of physical activities that pre-
cede them. Robert A. Burton, “The Life of Meaning (Reason not Required),” New 
York Times, 5 September 2016.

20 John Dewey, “Nature, Life and Body-Mind,” in: The Later Works, ed. Jo 
Ann Boydston, Patricia Baysinger, Barbara Levine, vol. 1: 1925 (Carbondale–Ed-
wardsville: The Southern Illinois Press, 1988), 224.

21 Denise Chow, “Brain & Obesity: Neural Implant Could Curb Overeating, 
Mouse Study Suggests,” Life Science (26 April 2013).

22 Jack L. Gallant, “Reconstructing Visual Experiences from Brain Activity 
Evoked by Natural Movies,” Current Biology (11 October 2011): 1641–1646.

23 See the following website for more information: https://neurorightsfoun-
dation.org/.
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Neurotechnology Center at Columbia University, and twenty-four other 
signatories to call for “neurorights” as a protection against threats posed 
by machines to read our brains and our thoughts. 

The philosophical implication of such research is extraordinary, and 
at no previous time in history have philosophers been so challenged by 
the repercussions of scientific research relating to the causes of human 
action and of human thought. The new generation of scholars has much 
to look forward to in collaborating with the natural scientists regarding 
human nature, the causes of our actions, and the role of consciousness 
in human activity. 

V.  ConclusionV.  Conclusion

These alternative approaches that philosophers could take only scratch 
the surface of what is possible. Despite all the difficulties and possi-
ble fates of philosophy and liberal arts programs, I am hopeful that the 
depth of philosophical inquiry remains captivating and important for 
the twenty-first century and beyond. One should remember that phi-
losophy was not always an academic discipline and once again may 
become a part of public interests rather than simply being isolated to 
a small department in universities. Philosophy may become rooted in 
other disciplines as well as in the public interest.

With all these options, how should one evaluate them? What criteria 
might one use to determine if one option is better than another or more 
important to cultivating individual and societal life? One should turn to 
Santayana who provides two criteria for determining whether a philo-
sophical approach is worthwhile, and I will add two more.

First, does the philosopher “like Spinoza, understand the natural ba-
sis of morality, or is he confused and superstitious on the subject?”24 
That is to say, is the philosopher a complete naturalist allowing science 
to determine the causes of all events including human actions, or does 
the philosopher imagine non-natural explanations without material 
causality?

And second, “how humane and representative is his sense of the 
good, and how far, by his disposition or sympathetic intelligence, does 
he appreciate all the types of excellence toward which life may be direc-

24 George Santayana, Persons and Places: Fragments of Autobiography, ed. Wil-
liam G. Holzberger, Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr. (Cambridge, Massachusetts–Lon-
don, England: The MIT Press, 1986), 235.
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ted? […] The complete moralist must not only be sound in physics, but 
must be inwardly inspired by a normal human soul and an adequate 
human tradition; he must be a complete humanist in a complete natu-
ralist.”25 For Santayana, there were many forms of excellence in human 
existence, not all are sympathetic to each other, but recognizing the gre-
at variety and honoring it for each individual is an essential criterion of 
philosophical work.

I suggest two additional criteria. 
Third, in addition to the good, the naturalist should recognize the bad. 

One might rephrase Santayana’s second criterion: How humane and re-
presentative is the philosopher’s sense of the bad, and how far, by dispo-
sition or sympathetic intelligence, does she or he appreciate all the types 
of atrocities toward which life may be directed? Certainly, the current 
growth of authoritarianism and the atrocities paralleling it should be 
acknowledged by naturalists as well as the understanding that both good 
and bad are possible realities.

And fourth, one should recognize that one may not achieve the good 
or win in our endeavors. I was a part of the Civil Rights Movement, so-
metimes a part of what Dr. King called the ground crew. He often no-
ted when we were facing significant opposition (in areas of equal rights, 
open housing, guaranteed annual incomes, medical care for all, and 
more) that we may not win, but we should do our best even if we lose. 

So, let’s do our best.
Regardless of the direction taken by philosophy in the future, whe-

ther it exists inside and/or outside of academia, collaborates with neuro-
logical sciences or takes on any other form, these four tests remain im-
portant criteria for judging the value of philosophical endeavors.

25 Ibidem.
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SummarySummary

Philosophy as a discipline is facing new challenges that will determine its fu-
ture. The challenges include the historic ones relating to economic conditions 
and administrative leadership that focuses on preparation for employment in 
a way that lessens the intellectual development of students. But the new chal-
lenges occur in a  worldwide democratic recession and in political leadership 
that seems to be moving toward greater censorship and less academic freedom. 
In America, this is also occurring with a decline in student enrollment that neg-
atively impacts the liberal arts and particularly philosophy. This article exam-
ines the way two forms of American naturalism may respond. John Dewey’s 
cultural naturalism and George Santayana’s thorough, non-reductive natural-
ism provide an array of alternatives. I explore alternatives open to philosophers 
that include abandoning philosophy by leaving the university or becoming an 
administrator, as well as alternatives available if one remains in the university. 
Finally, I offer four criteria for judging the viability of choosing any of the al-
ternatives.
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