CONSTRUCTIVISM

Nelson Goodman’s Starmaking Curtis L. Carter

Reprinted in: Schwartz R. (2020) Pragmatic
perspectives: Constructivism beyond truth
and realism. Routledge Publishers, New
York: 69-83. » https://cepa.info/7894

Schwartz R. (2000) Starting from scratch making
worlds. Erkenntnis 53: 151-159. Reprinted
in: Schwartz R. (2020) Pragmatic perspec-
tives: Constructivism beyond truth and real-
ism. Routledge Publishers, New York: 84-91.
» https://cepa.info/7893

Robert Schwartz is a Distinguished Emeritus Professor at
the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. He has taught at
Rockefeller University and The City University of New York,
and has been a Visiting Professor at Harvard University,
University of Pennsylvania, and University of Chicago.

His most recent books are: Rethinking Pragmatism: from
William James to Contemporary Philosophy and Pragmatic
Perspectives: Constructivism beyond Truth and Realism.

Funding: No external funding was received
while writing this manuscript.

Competing interests: The author declares
that he has no competing interests.

RECEIVED: 21 JUNE 2022
REVISED: 22 JUNE 2022

ACCEPTED: 23 JUNE 2022

Nelson Goodman’s Starmaking
Philosophy Revisited

Curtis L. Carter
Marquette University, USA
curtis.carter/at/marquette.edu

> Abstract - | provide a brief account of
key elements in Nelson Goodman’s star-
making constructivist philosophy and
comment on Bin Liu’s defense of Good-
man in the context of contemporary con-
structivist philosophy.
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«1» Among Nelson Goodmans ongo-
ing interests are issues pertaining to star-
making philosophy. In his target article, Bin
Liu defends Goodman’s starmaking theory
by investigating the problem of stuff. This
question concerns whether Goodman’s star-
making philosophy requires unconstructed
stuff.

«2» According to Goodman, there
are many, even conflicting “right” versions
of the world, as he discusses in Ways of
Worldmaking (Goodman 1978). Goodman
also acknowledged “wrong” versions of the
world, which he referred to as versions that
are not well made. A major portion of his
work was to differentiate among the various
types of symbols according to their syntactic
and semantic features and to sort out their
respective contributions to knowledge.

«3» Goodman recognized the need for
something more than ordinary language to
interpret a world and establish a reliable phi-
losophy. Yet he believed that verbal analysis
and logical construction were complemen-
tary rather than incompatible means. He
applied the newly developed formal tech-
niques of symbolic logic in his first book,
The Structure of Appearance (1951), where
he developed a number of different calculi.
However, he insisted that logical precision
and systematization do not depend on the
use of any particular technique. For in-
stance, the vocabulary begins with terms
from ordinary language and proceeds sys-
tematically to clear away confusion by mak-
ing increasingly fine distinctions and devel-
oping the connections necessary to advance
the understanding of symbol systems. Preci-
sion is achieved through technical applica-
tions restricting the use of terms found in
ordinary language, purged of their ambigui-
ties and vagueness, for use in a system where
new connections can be forged.

« 4 » Goodman’s philosophical theories
encompass nominalism,
and a version of radical relativism:

= As a nominalist, he finds the notion of

nonindividuals (classes) unintelligible.

= As a constructivist, he employs abstract
logical symbols to engage in systematic
philosophical mapmaking to organize
the qualities and particulars of experi-
ence into knowledge.
Relativism supports his view that there
are many coexisting right ways of world-
making.
«5» A statement in the foreword of his
book, Ways of Worldmaking, states concisely
the radical nature of his approach to philo-
sophical concerns.

constructivism,

©¢ Few familiar philosophical labels fit comfort-
ably, a book that is at odds with rationalism and

empiricism alike, with materialism and idealism,
with mechanism and vitalism, with mysticism
and scientism, and with most other ardent doc-
trines.”? (Goodman 1978: x)

« 6 » He envisioned his work as a part of
the mainstream of modern philosophy. Yet
he proposed to replace the views of major
theorists (Immanuel Kant on the structure
of the mind and C. I. Lewis on the structure
of concepts) with his own theory of symbol
systems.

«7» The Structure of Appearance (1951),
Goodman first major book, provides a gen-
eral theory of experience and with limited
attention to the construction of systems. He
applies the part-whole logic previewed in
his dissertation to create a phenomenalist
system using qualia as primitives.

«8» In Ways of Worldmaking, Good-
man sets forth what is perhaps his most
radical claim: that symbol-making activities
constitute worldmaking, and that there is no
single fixed or “objective” world apart from
these versions constructed through languag-
es, the sciences, the arts, and other symbol-
making processes. “World” in Goodman’s
terms refers to “right world versions” and at
times to what is referred to by these world
versions. His key argument is that, apart
from symbolic frames of reference, we have
nothing else with which to compare ver-
sions. What then are Goodman’s criteria
to judge the rightness of a world? It is dif-
ficult to find a definitive answer concern-
ing the rightness of a world apart from the
claim that rightness depends on: Constancy;,
consistency, relevance and informativeness
(Goodman & Elgin 1988: 12).

«9» Goodman’s criteria for judging
symbols, whether in the sciences or the oth-
er forms of knowledge, depends on how well
a symbol system serves its cognitive pur-
poses: “how it analyzes, sorts, orders, and
organizes” and how the symbols participate
in the making and transformation of knowl-
edge (Goodman 1968: 5-19).

«10» In his target article, Bin Liu of-
fers a defense of Goodman’s constructivism,
referred to here as “starmaking constructiv-
ism” Liu argues that a full understanding of
Goodmans views on constructivism does
not support Goodman’s theory of starmak-
ing as a “cookie-cutter constructivism”
which would entail the presence of “stuff”
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(52) Liu argues that a constructivism-friend-
ly world view offers a way for constructivists
to address “the problem of stuft” (ibid).

«11» Liu finds in Goodman’s works a
line of argument as follows: First, in talking
about stars, we use language to refer or to
construct stars or whatever else we are talk-
ing about. Secondly, Liu, reminds us that
Goodman views all features as constructed
features in the sense that they are dependent
on language or some form of symbol-mak-
ing process. It follows for Goodman that en-
tities such as stars or constellations are ver-
sions consisting of the language components
employed in their construction.

«12» In his effort to support Good-
man’s views concerning the construction of
stars, Liu considers three arguments perti-
nent to Goodman’s views:

= Features of stars qua stars are construct-
ed from our use of language or other
symbols that are used and accepted for
such purposes and resulting in right ver-
sions: “Right versions construct worlds”

(§3).

= “All features are constructed” (§9) thus
allowing that no features are indepen-
dent of linguistic versions.

= That the removal of all constructed fea-
tures results in nothing being left (§10).

«13» Liu defends Goodman’s account
of constructivism as credible, when under-
stood in the context of a version of con-
structivism that would remove substance
and metaphysical unifying devices, with a
substratum without properties but with the
possibility that properties can be attached.

«14 » Liu proceeds to develop his own
defense of a constructivist world view with
his account of a modified version of Good-
man’s starmaking world view. He proposes
an account of constructivism that does not
include stuff in the sense that it would pose
problems for Goodman’s or other construc-
tivist world views. A key element in Liu’s
argument is that “objects” such as stars gain
their properties through a gradual process
of accumulation where properties are gath-
ered in bundles linked to what are com-
monly called objects (§14). Key to the ar-
gument is the claim that in a constructivist
world view “the construction process of ob-
jects, such as [...] stars, is that the construc-
tion of a bundle of properties is a process of
[accumulating linguistic or other symbolic

properties] rather than a process of cutting”
(§32).

«15» There is one issue in particular
that calls for further clarification in Liu’s
constructivist account: How do “objects”
that accumulate bundles of properties gain
their properties? Are they properties of
mind? If the process occurs through time,
and without stuff, what is it that sustains
properties through time of, for example,
a star? @ Liu chooses not to consider the
question of time, but I do not see how he
can resolve the question of the existence of
stars or even more accessible entities with-
out entertaining the question of time. This
would be especially pertinent if properties
accumulate or are added over time. Hence
his claim to have ruled out substance as un-
constructed stuff remains to be confirmed.

«16» Liu proceeds to the claim that
neither can properties play the role of un-
constructed stuff (§22). He proposes in-
stead to construct all features in the world
by virtue of experience. This claim remains
problematic in that it does not account for
what constitutes experiences. Cumulative
experience by both psychological and by
other scientific accounts involves interac-
tions with entities beyond the self. What re-
mains after a self undergoes an experience
or a collection of related experiences? Are
such experiences cumulative? Where do
they reside? @

«17 » How does Liu’s constructivism re-
late to Goodman’s starmaking? Liu proposes
to “save” Goodman’s views on the questions
relating to starmaking philosophy. Good-
man would likely appreciate the attention
given to his views here. However, Goodman
viewed his own versions as being subject to
change in the face of new knowledge. So it
would be doubtful that Goodman would
find convincing the seeming closure that
Liu provides in his constructivist analysis of
starmaking.

«18 » So how problematic is Liu” devia-
tion from Goodman’s original constructiv-
ism? Goodman throughout his career ex-
presses a willingness to accept alternate right
world versions “made by and answering to
true or right versions” (Goodman 1978: 94).
Goodman would, in principle, be open to
Liu’s efforts to bring to attention possibilities
for new thinking on a constructivist resolu-
tion of starmaking and the problem of stuff.

«19» In conclusion, Lius essay offers
a welcome contribution inviting attention
once more to Goodman’s views on construc-
tivist starmaking and the problem of stuff.
His analysis provides an update addressing
recent criticisms while providing his own
defense of Goodman’s constructivism. His
essay thus aims to support Goodman’s con-
structivist views on starmaking while mak-
ing his own contribution to the matter. Liu
extends beyond Goodman’s constructivism
in his efforts to provide support for a con-
structivist understanding of starmaking to-
day. Goodman would have likely welcomed
the continued interest in one of his principal
topics.
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