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A History of Philosophy in America, 1720-2000
Tracing the intellectual currents that shaped American thought from the early 18th century to the
turn of the millennium reveals a fascinating and complex narrative. This history of philosophy in
America, 1720-2000, isn't a monolithic entity; rather, it’s a tapestry woven from diverse threads
of religious conviction, Enlightenment ideals, pragmatic concerns, and evolving social contexts.
Understanding this journey sheds light not only on the development of philosophical thought within
the United States but also on the nation's unique cultural identity and its ongoing engagement with
global philosophical discourse. Key subtopics that will be explored include the influence of
Puritanism, the rise of American Pragmatism, the impact of European philosophical movements, the
development of ethical philosophy in the US context and the growth of feminist philosophy in
America.

I. The Colonial and Early Republic Period (1720-1860): Seeds of
American Thought
The philosophical landscape of early America was heavily shaped by religious beliefs, particularly
Puritanism. This religious framework, with its emphasis on God's sovereignty, individual
responsibility, and the importance of community, profoundly influenced the intellectual and social
life of the colonies. While not strictly philosophical in a purely European sense, the theological
debates and reflections of figures like Jonathan Edwards, with his exploration of God's will and
human emotions, formed the bedrock for subsequent philosophical developments. The Enlightenment's
emphasis on reason and individual liberty also began to take root, prompting a shift toward secular
thought. This period witnessed the rise of early American colleges, such as Harvard and Yale, which
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fostered intellectual discussion and the translation of European philosophical ideas into an
American context.

### The Impact of Puritanism on Early American Thought

The influence of Puritanism extended beyond theology. Its emphasis on hard work, self-reliance, and
communal responsibility indirectly contributed to the development of pragmatic and utilitarian
approaches to philosophical problems later on. The Puritans’ focus on personal experience and
interpretation of scripture also laid the groundwork for a more subjective and experiential
approach to knowledge, which would become a distinctive characteristic of American thought in later
periods.

II. The Rise of American Pragmatism (1860-1940): A Distinctly
American Philosophy
The late 19th and early 20th centuries witnessed the emergence of American Pragmatism, a uniquely
American philosophical school of thought. This period saw the rise of prominent figures like
Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey. Unlike the European focus on abstract
metaphysics, American pragmatism emphasized the practical consequences of ideas and the importance
of experience in shaping our understanding of the world. Pragmatists championed inquiry,
experimentation, and the belief that truth is not static but rather a process of continuous
refinement through interaction with the environment.

### Key Tenets of American Pragmatism

Focus on Practical Consequences: Pragmatists judged the validity of ideas based on their
practical applications and consequences.
Emphasis on Experience: Experience was central to the acquisition of knowledge and the
development of belief.
Rejection of Abstract Metaphysics: Pragmatism largely rejected abstract metaphysical
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speculation in favor of concrete, observable phenomena.
Instrumentalism: Ideas were seen as tools or instruments for solving problems and navigating
the world.

These tenets found fertile ground in the rapidly developing industrial and democratic society of
America, influencing education, social reform, and even political thought.

III. The Mid-20th Century and Beyond (1940-2000): Diversification
and Global Engagement
Following the Second World War, American philosophy experienced a period of increasing
diversification. The dominance of pragmatism began to wane, as philosophers increasingly engaged
with European existentialism, phenomenology, and analytic philosophy. This period saw the rise of
prominent figures like Simone de Beauvoir (though French, her work had significant impact in the
US) and the growing influence of feminist philosophy, which challenged traditional philosophical
assumptions and brought gender and sexuality to the forefront of philosophical discussion. The
impact of the Civil Rights movement also led to a surge in philosophical reflection on race,
justice, and equality. Analytical philosophy, with its focus on logic and language, became
increasingly influential, particularly in academia.

### The Impact of European Philosophy on American Thought

The integration of European philosophical traditions into the American landscape enriched and
expanded the field significantly. The introduction of existentialism, with its emphasis on
individual freedom and responsibility, broadened the scope of philosophical inquiry, whilst
analytical philosophy offered a new rigor in philosophical methodology.
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IV. Ethical Philosophy and Feminist Philosophy in America
Ethical philosophy in America saw significant developments, particularly in the realms of moral
psychology, applied ethics, and political philosophy. The rise of bioethics, addressing issues
around medical technology and end-of-life care, is one notable example. The growth of feminist
philosophy was pivotal in challenging traditional ethical frameworks and incorporating feminist
perspectives into analyses of social justice, equality, and power dynamics. These perspectives
fundamentally altered discussions around gender, sexuality, and the ethical implications of social
structures.

V. Conclusion: A Continuing Conversation
The history of philosophy in America from 1720 to 2000 is a vibrant and evolving story. It reflects
the nation's unique cultural and historical context, its engagement with global intellectual
currents, and its ongoing grappling with fundamental questions about knowledge, morality, and the
human condition. From the religious foundations of the colonial period to the diversification and
global engagement of the 20th century, American philosophy has consistently demonstrated its
capacity for innovation, critical engagement, and adaptation to the changing times. This history
remains a dynamic and ongoing conversation, continuing to shape philosophical thought in the 21st
century and beyond.

FAQ
Q1: How did the American Revolution influence the development of American philosophy?

A1: The American Revolution had a profound impact. The emphasis on liberty, self-governance, and
individual rights, central to the Revolution, significantly influenced subsequent philosophical
debates about democracy, political justice, and the nature of government. Thinkers grappled with
the philosophical underpinnings of a new nation founded on revolutionary ideals.
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Q2: What are some of the key differences between European and American philosophy?

A2: While significant overlap exists, some key distinctions include the emphasis on practicality in
American pragmatism versus the more abstract metaphysical concerns often found in European
traditions. American philosophy often exhibits a stronger focus on social and political issues,
reflecting the nation's history and social context.

Q3: How did the Civil Rights Movement influence American philosophy?

A3: The Civil Rights Movement sparked significant philosophical reflection on issues of race,
justice, equality, and social power structures. It fueled debates within ethics, political
philosophy, and social theory, leading to new perspectives and approaches to understanding and
addressing systemic inequalities.

Q4: What is the legacy of American pragmatism?

A4: Pragmatism's legacy is enduring. Its emphasis on practical problem-solving, experiential
knowledge, and the instrumental nature of ideas continues to influence fields such as education,
psychology, and political science. Its focus on inquiry and experimentation remains central to
contemporary approaches to knowledge.

Q5: How did the rise of analytic philosophy impact American philosophical thought?

A5: The influx of analytic philosophy provided a new rigor and precision to philosophical
methodologies. Its emphasis on logical analysis and clarity of language had a significant impact on
academic philosophy in the US, shaping the approach to philosophical arguments and debates.

Q6: What are some key figures in feminist philosophy in America?

A6: Key figures include Simone de Beauvoir (though French, profoundly influential in the US),
Judith Butler, Patricia Hill Collins, and bell hooks. Their work transformed discussions on gender,
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sexuality, race, and power, shaping feminist theory and ethics.

Q7: How did World War II influence American philosophy?

A7: World War II significantly impacted American philosophical thought, particularly in the rise of
existentialism and the increased attention to questions about human nature, morality, and the
meaning of life in the face of extreme suffering and destruction.

Q8: What are some areas of ongoing research in American philosophy?

A8: Current research continues to build upon past developments, exploring areas like applied ethics
(bioethics, environmental ethics), political philosophy (democracy, justice), feminist philosophy
(intersections of gender and other identities), and the philosophy of mind and cognitive science.
The integration of interdisciplinary approaches remains a vital trend.

A History of Philosophy in America 1720-2000

Introduction:

Charting the development of philosophical ideas in America from 1720 to 2000 exposes a captivating
narrative of cognitive growth. This period witnessed a transition from a primarily theological
focus to a gradually secular engagement with substantial European trends while simultaneously
creating a uniquely American character in philosophical exploration. This article will analyze this
complex path, highlighting significant figures, movements of ideas, and influences that formed
American philosophy.

The Colonial Period and the Enlightenment (1720-1800):

The initial years of American philosophy were strongly influenced by spiritual convictions and the
prevailing cognitive currents of Europe. Intellects like Jonathan Edwards, a prominent figure in
the Great Awakening, combined Puritan theology with elements of Enlightenment reason. His work,
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characterized by its focus on emotional experience and the strength of God's mercy, illustrates the
singular amalgam of religious belief and intellectual investigation that characterized early
American philosophy.

The Enlightenment's influence was moreover visible in the works of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas
Paine. Franklin, a utilitarian philosopher, emphasized logic, self-development, and civic duty.
Paine's "Common Sense," a influential brochure advocating for American independence, utilized
Enlightenment ideals of freedom, parity, and autonomy to energize the settlements.

The 19th Century: Transcendentalism and Pragmatism (1800-1900):

The 19th century saw the appearance of uniquely American philosophical schools. Transcendentalism,
championed by Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, highlighted inner-knowing, self-
reliance, and the value of environment as a wellspring of spiritual knowledge. Their works
celebrated the power of the human spirit and promoted for political change.

Pragmatism, formed later in the century by figures like Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and
John Dewey, changed the emphasis from conceptual contemplation to practical outcomes. Pragmatism
argued that the truth of an notion is established by its functional implementations. This method
had a profound effect on US education, brain, and political thought.

The 20th Century and Beyond (1900-2000):

The 20th century observed a diversification of American philosophy, with the effect of European
trends continuing but interacting with distinctly American concerns. Analytic philosophy, emanating
in Europe, gained importance in United States universities, stressing precision of communication
and rigorous logical examination. Existentialism, also originating in Europe, found a harmonious
audience in America, investigating topics of independence, obligation, and the human situation.

Furthermore, radical theory, drawing inspiration from Marxism and other radical schools, emerged as
a powerful force in United States intellectual circles, challenging prevailing influence
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organizations and promoting for social equity. Feminist philosophy, likewise, performed a crucial
function in questioning conventional intellectual assumptions and advocating sex parity.

Conclusion:

The narrative of philosophy in America from 1720 to 2000 is one of gradual growth, defined by a
elaborate interaction of external impacts and specifically American manifestations. From the
spiritual concentration of the colonial time to the diversified schools of the 20th century,
American philosophy has incessantly participated with basic issues about wisdom, being, ethics, and
culture. Comprehending this rich legacy is vital for persons seeking to engage with the current
discussion in philosophy.

FAQ:

Q1: What is the significance of Pragmatism in American philosophy?

A1: Pragmatism represents a uniquely American contribution, shifting the focus from abstract
theorizing to the practical consequences and applications of ideas. It profoundly impacted American
education, psychology, and social theory.

Q2: How did European philosophical movements influence American thought?

A2: European movements like Enlightenment rationalism, existentialism, and analytic philosophy
significantly impacted American philosophical development. However, American thinkers adapted and
integrated these influences with uniquely American concerns and contexts.

Q3: What role did social and political movements play in shaping American philosophy?

A3: Social and political movements, including Transcendentalism, critical theory, and feminist
philosophy, significantly challenged existing power structures and assumptions, contributing new
perspectives and methodologies to philosophical discourse.
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Q4: How does studying the history of American philosophy benefit us today?

A4: Studying this history provides valuable insight into the development of American identity, the
evolution of intellectual thought, and the ongoing dialogue on crucial questions concerning
knowledge, values, and society. It also allows us to better understand current philosophical
debates within their historical context.
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