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	 Pragmatism has traditionally thought of itself as a philosophy for non-specialists, 
and Colombian journalist Andrés Mejía Vergnaud is a non-specialist. La Ruta del 
Pragmatismo: La Filosofía de lo Posible, lo Concreto, y lo que Funciona engages well 
with pragmatism, so well in fact that it might be that only a specialist can quibble with his 
understanding of it. Any problem with the book is thus primarily a problem with 
pragmatism. We can accept it or we can reject it, saying that it belongs with specialists 
who know what it really means. All I can say is that reading Vernaud's centrist, pro-
capitalist interpretation of pragmatism makes me respect his work, but contrary to his 
intention, it makes me think less of the philosophy he is endorsing. 


	 Vergnaud, a political commentator and philosophy graduate of Universidad 
Nacional de Colombia, uses pragmatism to promote an adaptable, concrete, human-
relational form of capitalism. He believes the business world is a good model for 
government and values strong leaders willing to make deals in order to further the 
perceived mutual interests of their countries. As a result, one starts to wonder whether 
the current United States president is a pragmatist.


	 To be clear, the author refers only one time to the current U.S. president, while 
saying that "el devanecimiento del espíritu de compromise es una fractura claramente 
diagnosticada de la política estadounidense actual" (167). The author might be wrong 
about this. He mentions the idea of abolishing the Department of Education as an 
example of brash, uncompromising thinking. But it seems that the current president 
changes tone and tactic when talking with elites, with whom he is interested in making 
deals and compromises. I personally got a hint of this when I decided to observe a 2016 
political rally in Iowa. As is common at such rallies, there was popular music playing 
before this candidate (the current U.S. president) spoke. I thought it strange that the 
song "You Can't Always Get What You Want" was playing, but soon came to believe that 
this was not a mistake. As the audience was chatting about all of the good they thought 
the candidate would do as president, they were in effect being prepared to accept the 
compromises he would make with those in power. And as Vergnaud says, even early in 
life "todos los seres humanos nos damos cuenta de que no podemos tener al tiempo 
todo lo que queremos" (98).


	 This idea of compromise, of trade-offs, of seemingly disappointing limits to the 
realization of ideals, is fundamental to La Ruta del Pragmatismo. It is noteworthy, 
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though, that compromise is talked about almost entirely in terms of national and 
international politics. The pragmatism of Peirce and James, for example, was largely 
psychological, social, and moral. Rarely was there an explicit argument about 
pragmatism as a philosophy of government. Vergnaud, on the other hand, says "hay 
pocos ámbitos en los que las virtudes del pragmatismo se pueden apreciar tan 
claramente como en el arte de gobernar" (161).

	 

	 For the author, the art of governing is the art of the deal, and the art of the deal is 
modeled in the business world.


El intercambio, instrumento pragmático por excelencia, procede en el mundo 
privado de manera casi natural, y las cosas que se intercambian no suelen ir 
rodeadas de misterio moral, de modo que allí es relativamente fácil hacer 
renuncias en virtud de obtener cosas: el valor de las renuncias es fácil de 
estimar en términos del valor de lo se busca y se espera obtener. (162)


To be fair, Vernaud believes that pragmatism should not involve deals with hidden 
desires of exploitation. "Nuestra representación usual de un buen negociador es la de 
una especie de tiburón," that is, "un individuo artificioso cuyo objectivo es sacar la major 
ventaja posible a costa de su contraparte." But this is not so: "Negociar nos concierne a 
todos, y lejos de ser una habilidad especial y exclusiva debería ser una especie de 
filosofía de vida" (101).


	 This is encouraging. Indeed, as Dewey famously said, democracy should be 
thought of as a way of life and not just as a form of government. Pragmatism too should 
be thought of as a philosophy of life, and not just as a way of governing. Better yet, I 
offer, it should not be thought of as a way of governing at all. The problem is that so 
much life goes on apart from the interests of the negotiators, especially if they are rich 
businessmen. To say that we all should be more pragmatic is to say that we should 
accept the decisions of the businessmen/politicians. As much as anything else, it is we 
who can't always get what we want.


	 The current president knows compromise, but lives in a world of elites. Vernauld 
says that capitalism is like pragmatism because "facilita las relaciones humanas en vez 
de reglamentarlas" (149). He is right about pragmatism's concreteness in this respect, 
but not so much in his attempt to bring capitalism into it. Small business transactions in 
a context of mutual interests in a local community is one thing. Vernaud says that "el 
capitalismo tiene la gran virtud de no estar derivado de una teoría de la justicia sino 
simplemente del fluir de decenas, miles y millones de pequeñas necesidades prácticas, 
y de las relaciones que se establecen para satisfacerlas" (150). It seems that our 
current world, however, is too far from this ideal.	 


	 The author focuses almost exclusively on powerful political figures in his defense 
of pragmatism. He lauds the pragmatism of Ronald Reagan, whom he says was willing 
to compromise and thus disappoint the "sectores muy fuertamente doctrinarios" of the 
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Republican Party (165). He refers to the decisions of Winston Churchill during World 
War II as "pragmático en el fondo" (195). He calls U.S. President George Herbert 
Walker Bush a pragmatist, and gives as example Bush's choosing not to gloat about the 
fall of the Berlin Wall (108) in 1989.


	 It is questionable whether 1989 began an era of pragmatism or whether it merely 
unleashed a new era of capitalism. In a continent of U.S. administered experiments in 
capitalism, it is a little surprising to hear a South American like Vernaud, for example, 
include a joke from Milton Friedman (48) in his explanation of costo de oportunidad. 
There is little in the author's writing indicating that pragmatism is for him a disappointing 
concession to status quo. This is despite a persistent attempt to make the reader accept 
their own disappointment in politics. 


	 One understanding of pragmatism is that it encourages all thought to realize its 
benefits. The author's version of pragmatism, however, discourages some thoughts by 
calling them impractical or impossible. He says that "frente a lo concreto, frente a lo que 
existe, frente a lo que en efecto se ha logrado, y frente a la distancia que se ha 
cubierto, no hay nada más modesto y pequeño que un concepto pomposo o un gran 
ideal nunca realizado" (97-98). This is in response to the claim that pragmatism is 
defeatist.


	 One of Vergnaud's best chapters is Chapter 12, where he argues that the 
practical is more important than the ethical. This at first seems to suggest a kind of 
Machiavellian or Mussolinnian pragmatism where you unscrupulously get things done 
that you want done. But Vergnaud is saying something different, namely that the 
"hipertrofia expansiva de la ética, nos está haciendo mucho daño." He believes it 


ha reemplazado a la funcionalidad como criterio de diseño de las soluciones de 
los problemas prácticos y, además, porque ha creado un escenario público en el 
cual la actitud que se demanda frente a los problemas no es la de solucionarlos, 
sino la de asumir y expresar juicios éticos de modo más fuerte y elocuente 
posible (112). 


It is evident that Vergnaud is addressing a problem that many encounter, say, in activist 
circles, where meetings can devolve into the expressing of in-group sentiments railing 
against an out-group for its moral failings. This is indeed annoying. It is also harmful to 
activism when the purpose of the meeting is, for example, something like setting up an 
information stand. But it was the idealism, not the pragmatism, that got the people to the 
activist meeting to begin with. 


	 I humbly suggest that La Ruta del Pragmatismo: La Filosofía de lo Posible, lo 
Concreto, y lo que Funciona makes more sense in Latin America than in the United 
States. Latin America is more familiar with sometimes harsh adjustments to shifting 
poles of political idealism. We should not ignore concerns about living in the midst of 
that. But those currently living in the U.S. have grown up within a two-party system that 
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oscillates just a touch left or right, while staying centered on liberal capitalism. Those 
who want to vote outside of the two-party system, even when expecting just a slightly 
larger shift in the political spectrum, are consistently derided as unpragmatic. There 
would be nothing more pragmatic than, say, ranked-choice voting, which would express 
people's nuanced positions. But pragmatic objections can be given for why we cannot 
have that.  


	 La Ruta del Pragmatismo also makes more sense if you do not have religious or 
communistic sensibilities. Christ and the prophets made strong and eloquent ethical 
judgments, and not bullet-pointed incremental strategies. They assumed that we should 
search first for the kingdom of God. A competent, accessible defense of pragmatism, La 
Ruta del Pragmatismo suggests that if we want the Kingdom of God, we need to begin 
by realizing that we can't always get what we want.       
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