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American Values and Philosophy 
Dr. Andrew Fiala
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www.andrewfiala.com

@PhilosophyFiala

American Values and Philosophy
Oct. 2, 9, 16, 23
• This course will explore the question of what it means to be an 

American from a philosophical perspective, with a special focus on 
philosophers in the American tradition: Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 
David Thoreau, John Muir, William James, John Dewey, Jane Addams, 
and others. Topics will include questions about immigration and 
identity, justice and inclusion, nature and technology, and hope for 
progress. Contemporary affairs will be discussed from a philosophical 
perspective.

mailto:afiala@csufresno.edu
http://www.andrewfiala.com/
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Course Plan

• Oct. 2: The Problem of American Philosophy 
• Who are we?  What do we value?  What unites and divides us?

• Oct. 9: Individualism, Polarization, and Division
• Problems: Monism, Pluralism, Relativism and Moral Anarchism

• Oct. 16: Science, Religion, and Secularism
• Problems: Empiricism, Mysticism, and Fundamentalism

• Oct. 23: Pragmatism, Experimentation, and the Future
• Problems: Change/Progress, Fear, Meliorism, Hope

Democracy and Education

• The devotion of democracy to education is a 
familiar fact.  The superficial explanation is 
that a government resting upon popular 
suffrage cannot be successful unless those 
who elect and who obey their governors are 
educated.
• Democracy is more than a form of

government; it is primarily a mode of
associated living, of conjoined communicated 
experience.
• John Dewey, Democracy and Education (1916), p. 

87
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Progress, Science, and Education

• Intelligence properly used can do away with evils 
once though inevitable.  To subjugate devastating 
disease is no longer a dream; the hope of 
abolishing poverty is not utopian.  Science has 
familiarized men with the idea of development, 
taking effect practically in persistent amelioration 
of the estate of our common humanity.
• The problem of the educational use of science is

then to create an intelligence pregnant with belief
in the possibility of the direction of human affairs
by itself.
• John Dewey, Democracy and Education (1916), 225

bell hooks on hopefulness and education

•My hope emerges from those places of 
struggle where I witness individuals 
positively transforming their lives and the 
world around them. Education is always a 
vocation rooted in hopefulness. As teachers 
we believe that learning is possible, that 
nothing can keep an open mind from 
seeking after knowledge and finding a way 
to know.
• bell hooks, Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope 

(2003)

bell hooks
(Gloria Watson)
b. 1952
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Who said this?

Independence is my happiness, and I view things as 
they are, without regard to place or person; my country 
is the world, and my religion is to do good.

Who said this?

• There are nowadays professors of philosophy, but not 
philosophers. Yet it is admirable to profess because it was 
once admirable to live. To be a philosopher is not merely to 
have subtle thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to 
love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, a life of 
simplicity, independence, magnanimity, and trust.
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Who said this?

• I am a believer in positive thinking.  A big believer.  But 
I’m also a big believer in guarding against a downside, 
because the upside will take care of itself.

Who said this?

•Do not allow fear to settle into place in any part of 
your life.  It is a defeating attitude and a negative 
emotion.  Recognize and zap it immediately.  Replace 
it with a problem-solving attitude, faith in yourself, 
and hard work.  Put that formula into working order 
for yourself and you’ll be dealing from a position of
power, not fear. That’s winning.
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A motto from Thomas Paine

Independence is my happiness, and I 
view things as they are, without regard 
to place or person; my country is the 
world, and my religion is to do good.

Paine, The Rights of Man (1792)
Thomas Paine
b. 1737—in Great Britain
In France during French Revolution
d. 1809 in New York

Thoreau: 
Philosophy as a Way of Living

• There are nowadays professors of philosophy, 
but not philosophers. Yet it is admirable to 
profess because it was once admirable to live. 
To be a philosopher is not merely to have subtle 
thoughts, nor even to found a school, but so to 
love wisdom as to live according to its dictates, 
a life of simplicity, independence, magnanimity, 
and trust.
• Thoreau, Walden

Henry David Thoreau
1817-1862
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Trump on Positive Thinking

• I am a believer in positive 
thinking.  A big believer.  But 
I’m also a big believer in 
guarding against a downside, 
because the upside will take 
care of itself.
• Donald Trump

• quoted in Steve Mansfield, Choosing 
Donald Trump 

Trump on zapping fear
•Do not allow fear to settle into place in 

any part of your life.  It is a defeating 
attitude and a negative emotion.  
Recognize and zap it immediately.  
Replace it with a problem-solving 
attitude, faith in yourself, and hard work.  
Put that formula into working order for
yourself and you’ll be dealing from a
position of power, not fear. That’s
winning.
• Donald Trump, Think Like a Champion 

(2009)
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Norman Vincent Peale
The Power of Positive Thinking (1952)
• Believe in yourself!  Have faith in your abilities!  Without a 

humble but reasonable confidence in your own powers you 
cannot be successful or happy.  But with sound self-
confidence you can succeed.
• It is appalling to realize the number of pathetic people who 

are hampered and made miserable by the malady popularly 
called the inferiority complex.
• The greatest secret for eliminating the inferiority complex,

which is another term for deep and profound self-doubt, is 
to fill your mind to overflowing with faith.  Develop a 
tremendous faith in God and that will give you a humble yet 
soundly realistic faith in yourself.

Norman Vincent Peale

•Action is a great restorer and builder 
of confidence.  Inaction is not only 
the result, but the cause, of fear.  
Perhaps the action you take will be 
successful; perhaps different action 
or adjustments will have to follow.  
But any action is better than no 
action at all. Norman Vincent Peale

1898-1993
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William James: Pragmatic Faith

• Believe that life is worth living and your belief will 
help create the fact. 
• James, “Is Life Worth Living?”

• The desire for a certain kind of truth here brings 
about that special truth's existence… faith in a fact 
can help create the fact
• James, The Will to Believe

American Values Survey
Public Religion Research 

Institute
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Dark skies: UN meeting reveals 
world in a really bad mood
AP News Sept 29, 2019
https://www.apnews.com/64c82e3def7e42089e8d7f713b3b6c01

Speech after gloomy speech by leaders from all 
corners of the planet pointed toward one 
bleaker-than-thou conclusion: Humanity clearly 
needs a spa day.

Survey Questions from 
Public Religion Research Institute
• Society as a whole has become too soft and feminine
• Discrimination against whites has become as big a problem as

discrimination against blacks and other minorities.
• Immigrants are invading our country and replacing our cultural and 

ethnic background
• It is necessary to believe in God in order to be moral and have good 

values
• The Democratic party has been taken over by socialists
• The Republican party has been taken over by racists

https://www.apnews.com/64c82e3def7e42089e8d7f713b3b6c01
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Polarization
Public Religion Research Institute (October 21, 2019). prri.org/research/fractured-
nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections.

Polarization
Public Religion Research Institute (October 21, 2019). prri.org/research/fractured-
nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections.

https://www.prri.org/research/fractured-nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections
https://www.prri.org/research/fractured-nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections
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Polarization
Public Religion Research Institute (October 21, 2019). prri.org/research/fractured-
nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections.

Polarization
Public Religion Research Institute (October 21, 2019). prri.org/research/fractured-
nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections.

https://www.prri.org/research/fractured-nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections
https://www.prri.org/research/fractured-nation-widening-partisan-polarization-and-key-issues-in-2020-presidential-elections
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Fiala, “Gandhi showed that to bring about peace, 
one must be a peacemaker
Fresno Bee, Oct 20, 2019
https://www.fresnobee.com/living/liv-columns-blogs/andrew-fiala/article236389723.html

• You don’t have to look far to see that the real world is lacking in 
peace, love, and harmony.  Our democracy is increasingly polarized.  
Racism, sexism, and intolerance continue to exist.  Terrorists attack.  
Wars break out.  And nuclear weapons continue to pose an 
existential threat.  All of this can lead to despair.  The hope for 
peace, love, and justice seems absurd in a world of violence, hate, 
and oppression.

Fiala, “Gandhi showed that to bring about peace, one 
must be a peacemaker
Fresno Bee, Oct 20, 2019
https://www.fresnobee.com/living/liv-columns-blogs/andrew-fiala/article236389723.html

• But hope is essential for Gandhi along with faith in the 
power of nonviolence.  Social change is slow.  But the 
commitment to nonviolence aims at the long run.  
King said, “we must accept finite disappointment, but 
never lose infinite hope.”
• James Lawson has described those who imagine a 

better world as “citizens of a country that does not yet 
exist.”  This helps explain Gandhi’s approach.  To “be 
the change you want to see,” as the saying goes, is to 
live as if the world has changed.  As Gandhi himself 
put it, “If we could change ourselves, the tendencies in 
the world would also change.”  The Mahatma reminds 
us that to change the world, you must enlarge your 
own soul.

https://www.fresnobee.com/living/liv-columns-blogs/andrew-fiala/article236389723.html
https://www.fresnobee.com/living/liv-columns-blogs/andrew-fiala/article236389723.html
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The Global Nonviolent Tradition

Emerson Thoreau Tolstoy Gandhi King

James Dewey Addams

American Anarcho-Pacifism
and Utopian/Alternative 
Communities
• Adin Ballou (1803-1890), William Lloyd 

Garrison (1805-1879), Bronson Alcott 
(1799-1888)
• Hopedale Commune and Fruitlands Commune

• Thoreau, Emerson
• That government is best which governs least… 

or not at all.

• Leo Tolstoy (1829-1920)
• William James, Jane Addams, John Dewey

• “A radical pragmatist is a happy-go-lucky 
anarchistic sort of creature”

• “The Moral Equivalent of War”
• “Making War Impossible”
• The Settlement House
• Experimental Schools
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Tolstoy’s Christian Pacifist Anarchism

• True Christian doctrine, making 
of the law of love a rule without 
exceptions, in the same way 
abolishes the possibility of any 
violence, and cannot, in 
consequence, help but 
condemn every state founded 
on violence.
• Tolstoy, The Law of Love, The Law of 

Violence Leo Tolstoy
1828-1920

Peace as unfolding of 
the life process

• Peace has come to be a larger thing. It 
is no longer merely the absence of war, 
but the unfolding of life processes 
which are making for a common 
development. Peace is not merely 
something to hold congresses about 
and to discuss as an abstract dogma. It 
has come to be a rising tide of moral 
feeling, which is slowly engulfing all 
pride of conquest and making war 
impossible.
• ‘Democracy or Militarism’ Jane Addams’s Essays and 

Speeches on Peace (London: Continuum, 2005, p. 1) 
Leo Tolstoy
1828-1920

Jane Addams
1860-1935
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American Pragmatism

• Truth is cash value
• Beliefs lead to action
• Religion and metaphysics are not

true but useful
• Pluralism
• Lived Experiencew

James, Pragmatism Background
John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)
•William James dedicates his book to 

Mill
• who inspired him with “pragmatic 

openness of mind”
• Behind Mill:
• James Mill (1773-1836)
• Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832)
• William Godwin (1756-1836)
• Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797
• Harriet Taylor (1807-1858)

J.S. Mill
1806-1873
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J.S. Mill: Experiments in Living

• As it is useful that while mankind are 
imperfect there should be different 
opinions, so is it that there should be 
different experiments of living; 
• that free scope should be given to 

varieties of character, short of injury to 
others; and that the worth of different 
modes of life should be proved practically, 
when any one thinks fit to try them.
• John Stuart Mill, Libertarianism (1859)

Pragmatic philosophy, Lived Experience, and 
Demonstrating hope
Jane Addams and the Social Settlement

• “It is not so long ago that Americans who settled were 
those who had adventured into a new country, where 
they were pioneers in the midst of difficult 
surroundings.”
• “The dominating interest in knowledge has become its

use”
• “The ideal and developed settlement would attempt to

test the value of human knowledge by action, and 
realization… The settlement stands for application as 
opposed to research.”
• Jane Addams, “Function of the Social Settlement” (1899)
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Pragmatic philosophy, Lived Experience, and 
Demonstrating hope
Jane Addams and the Social Settlement

• “This, then, will be my definition of the 
settlement: that it is an attempt to express the 
meaning of life in terms of life itself, in forms of 
activity.”
• “The demonstration is made not by reason, but 

by life itself”
• Jane Addams, “Function of the Social Settlement” (1899)

Stress, Fear, Anger, and Worry

Gallup Poll April 2019
https://news.gallup.com/poll/249098/americans-stress-worry-anger-intensified-

2018.aspx?utm_source=link_wwwv9&utm_campaign=item_248900&utm_medium=copy

https://news.gallup.com/poll/249098/americans-stress-worry-anger-intensified-2018.aspx?utm_source=link_wwwv9&utm_campaign=item_248900&utm_medium=copy
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Emerson and Thoreau on Fear

• Fear disenchants life and the world. If I have not my own 
respect, I am an impostor, not entitled to other men's, and 
had better creep into my grave. I admire the sentiment of 
Thoreau, who said, " Nothing is so much to be feared as fear; 
God himself likes atheism better.”
• Emerson, “Perpetual Forces” (1862)

• Thoreau: “Nothing is so much to be feared as fear. Atheism may 
comparatively be popular with God himself.”  
• Thoreau, Journals, Sept. 7, 1851; Quoted also in Emerson’s tribute to Thoreau 

in 1863

Some of the Religious Background
Jonathan Edwards, 
“Sinners in the Hands of An Angry God” (1741)

• There is nothing that keeps wicked Men at any one 
Moment, out of Hell, but the meer Pleasure of GOD.
• The Devil stands ready to fall upon them and seize them as 

his own, at what Moment God shall permit him. They 
belong to him; he has their Souls in his Possession, and 
under his Dominion. 
• So that thus it is, that natural Men are held in the Hand of 

God over the Pit of Hell; they have deserved the fiery Pit, 
and are already sentenced to it; and God is dreadfully 
provoked, his Anger is as great towards them 
• They have no Refuge, nothing to take hold of, all that 

preserves them every Moment is the meer arbitrary Will, 
and uncovenanted unobliged Forbearance of an incensed 
God.

Jonathan Edwards
1703-1758
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Some of the Religious Background
Jonathan Edwards, Charity and its Fruits
“The spirit of charity and love is a humble spirit” (1738)

• A truly humble man is sensible of his natural 
distance from God; of his dependence on Him; of 
the insufficiency of his own power and wisdom; 
and that it is by God's power that he is upheld and 
provided for, and that he needs God's wisdom to 
lead and guide him, and His might to enable him to 
do what he ought to do for Him.  He is sensible of 
his subjection to God and that God’s greatness 
consists in his authority whereby he is sovereign 
Lord and King over all.

Jonathan Edwards
1703-1758

Emerson as the “Devil’s child”

• Whoso would be a man must be a 
nonconformist….Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity 
of your own mind. 
• I remember an answer which when quite young I was 

prompted to make to a valued adviser, who was wont to 
importune me with the dear old doctrines of the church. 
On my saying, What have I to do with the sacredness of 
traditions, if I live wholly from within? my friend 
suggested,--"But these impulses may be from below, not 
from above." I replied, "They do not seem to me to be 
such; but if I am the Devil's child, I will live then from the 
Devil." No law can be sacred to me but that of my nature.
• Emerson, “Self-Reliance” (1841)
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James’s Pragmatism:
Tough-minded adventurer philosophy with genuine risk

• “I find myself willing to take the universe to be 
really dangerous and adventurous, without 
therefore backing out and crying 'no play.' I am 
willing to think that the prodigal-son attitude, 
open to us as it is in many vicissitudes, is not the 
right and final attitude towards the whole of life. I 
am willing that there should be real losses and real 
losers, and no total preservation of all that is.”
• James, Pragmatism (1906-7)

James’s Pragmatism:
Creating our own salvation

• “Does our act then CREATE the world's salvation 
so far as it makes room for itself, so far as it leaps 
into the gap? Does it create, not the whole world's 
salvation of course, but just so much of this as 
itself covers of the world's extent?
• Here I take the bull by the horns, and in spite of 

the whole crew of rationalists and monists, of 
whatever brand they be, I ask WHY NOT? Our acts, 
our turning-places, where we seem to ourselves to 
make ourselves and grow, are the parts of the 
world to which we are closest”
• James, Pragmatism (1906-7)
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James: The Melioristic God

• “Suppose that the world's author put the case to you 
before creation, saying: "I am going to make a world not 
certain to be saved, a world the perfection of which shall 
be conditional merely, the condition being that each 
several agent does its own 'level best.' I offer you the 
chance of taking part in such a world. Its safety, you see, 
is unwarranted. It is a real adventure, with real danger, 
yet it may win through. It is a social scheme of co-
operative work genuinely to be done. Will you join the 
procession? Will you trust yourself and trust the other 
agents enough to face the risk?”
• James, Pragmatism

James: Pessimism, Optimism, Meliorism

• Pessimism: the salvation of the world is impossible
• Optimism: the salvation of the world is inevitable
• Meliorism: the salvation of the world becomes 

possible—if we make it so…

• “Meliorism treats salvation as neither inevitable 
nor impossible. It treats it as a possibility, which 
becomes more and more of a probability the more 
numerous the actual conditions of salvation 
become. It is clear that pragmatism must incline 
towards meliorism. ”
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John Dewey: Creative Intelligence (1917)
• A pragmatic intelligence is a creative 

intelligence.

• All endeavor for the better is moved by faith in 
what is possible, not by adherence to the 
actual.

John Dewey
1859-1952

America Grows Westward
Philosophy turns to California
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John Muir, “Unpublished Writings”
• No synonym for God is so perfect as Beauty. 
• In God's wildness lies the hope of the world - the great 

fresh unblighted, unredeemed wilderness. 
• We all flow from one fountain Soul. All are expressions 

of one Love. God does not appear, and flow out, only 
from narrow chinks and round bored wells here and 
there in favored races and places, but He flows in 
grand undivided currents, shoreless and boundless 
over creeds and forms and all kinds of civilizations and 
peoples and beasts, saturating all and fountainizing all.

John Muir
1838-1914

William James in Berkeley, CA (1898)
“Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results”
• Philosophers are after all like poets. They are path-

finders. What everyone can feel, what everyone can 
know in the bone and marrow of him, they 
sometimes can find words for and express. 
• They are, if I may use a simile, so many spots, or 

blazes, blazes made by the axe of the human 
intellect on the trees of the otherwise trackless 
forest of human experience. They give you 
somewhere to go from. They give you a direction 
and a place to reach. 

William James 
1842-1910
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James in Berkeley

• May I hope, as I now conclude, and release your 
attention from the strain to which you have so 
kindly put it on my behalf, that on this wonderful 
Pacific Coast, of which our race is taking possession, 
the principle of practicalism, in which I have tried so 
hard to interest you, and with it the whole English 
tradition in philosophy, will come to its rights, and in 
your hands help the rest of us in our struggle 
towards the light. William James 

1842-1910

George Santayana, “The Genteel Tradition in 
American Philosophy” 1911
• A Californian whom I had recently the pleasure of 

meeting observed that, if the philosophers had lived 
among your mountains their systems would have been 
different from what they are.
• You are admonished that what you can do avails little 

materially, and in the end nothing. At the same time, 
through wonder and pleasure, you are taught 
speculation. You learn what you are really fitted to do, 
and where lie your natural dignity and joy, namely, in 
representing many things, without being them, and in 
letting your imagination, through sympathy, celebrate 
and echo their life.

George Santayana 
1863-1952
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Meliorism: American Pragmatism
• Life really is much better today than it was 

even a hundred years ago, partly because 
we have learned greater respect for our 
bodies and take better care of them.  We 
have also developed marvelous devices 
that enable us to do with ease what we 
could never have done before.  Not only 
are we in love with life; life now is more 
worthy of love.
• Lachs, In Love with Life  

John Lachs
b. 1934

Inspiration and Hope
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No synonym for God is so perfect as Beauty. 

William James: Pragmatic Faith

• Believe that life is worth living and your belief will 
help create the fact. 
• James, “Is Life Worth Living?”

• The desire for a certain kind of truth here brings 
about that special truth's existence… faith in a fact 
can help create the fact
• James, The Will to Believe
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Philosophy in Action
•One’s philosophy is not best expressed 

in words; it is expressed in the choices 
one makes… In the long run, we shape 
our lives and we shape ourselves. The 
process never ends until we die.  And 
the choices we make are ultimately 
our own responsibility.
• Eleanor Roosevelt, You Learn by Living (1960)

Eleanor Roosevelt 
(1884-1962)

Eleanor Roosevelt: Pragmatic Hope
• I am congenitally hopeful.  I do not believe that good 

always conquers evil, because I have lived a long time 
in the world and seen that it is not true... It is not 
wishful thinking that makes me a hopeful woman.  
Over and over, I have seen, under the most 
improbable circumstances, that man can remake 
himself, that he can even remake his world if he cares 
enough to try.
• Surely, in the light of history, it is more intelligent to 

hope rather than to fear, to try rather than not to try.  
For one thing we know beyond all doubt: nothing has 
ever been achieved by the person who says, “It can’t 
be done.”
• Eleanor Roosevelt, You Learn By Living (1960)

Eleanor Roosevelt 
(1884-1962)
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Conclusion
Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass Preface 1855
• This is what you shall do: Love the earth and sun 

and the animals, despise riches, give alms to 
every one that asks, stand up for the stupid and 
crazy, devote your income and labor to others, 
hate tyrants, argue not concerning God, have 
patience and indulgence toward the people, take 
off your hat to nothing known or unknown or to 
any man or number of men, go freely with 
powerful uneducated persons and with the 
young and with the mothers of families… 

Walt Whitman
1819-1892

Conclusion
Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass Preface 1855

•Re-examine all you have been told at 
school or church or in any book, 
dismiss whatever insults your own 
soul; and your very flesh shall be a 
great poem.

Walt Whitman
1819-1892


