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R ESUM E : Richard Rorly es/ souvenl vu comme une sorle de clone americain de 
Derrida et considere, en Ian / que !el, comme irresponsable a la f ois au plan 

philosophique et au plan polil ique. Je sou liens que c'es1 Id une caricature. ]forty pro­

p ose d la fois une version unifiee, penetrante et raisonnee du pragmalisrne, et une 
metaphilosophie orig inate et stimu/ante, impregnee de la 1radi1ion analytique et qui, 

tout en Lui adressant w1 deji de faille, lui reste neanmoins toul d fa il accessible. Tel 

est m on propos principal. J'ai deux so 11s-1/ie111es: J) que Rorty a ete caricature par 
la gauche: et 2) qu'une posilion co111111e celle de ]fo rty et celle du marx isme analy­
tique peuvent e tre co111pa1ib/eJ'. 

1. 

Richard Ro rty tends to get a bad press among analytic philosophers­
a nd among some non-ana lytic philosophers, as well. He is often thought 
to be irresponsibly fro licsome, and to be turning his back in a rationally 
unmotivated way on a ll that he, and we, have learned from analytic phi­
losophy. He is, the line goes, playful a nd literary where we need careful 
argument and conceptua l clarification, albeit set in a well-cra fted narra­
tive (Blackburn 1993, pp. 83- 106). I think such remarks are unfair and 
unin fo rmed . Ro rty does utili ze a more relaxed , more litera ry style th an 
most philosophers a re wont to do. It makes him more fun to read , more 
access ible to a wider range of intellectuals who are not philosophers and , 
with it, he is mercifu ll y free of the deadening drone of a scientistic man­
ner. H e a lso, sometimes, in a way that is not in acco rd with how things are 
now do ne in philosophy, tries to josh a nalyt ic phil osophers (and others) 
out of their mo re ques tionable a nd often unexa mined postures o r precon­
ceptio ns. But- a nd this shall be the majo r burden of my account- he 
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does argue, clearly and probingly, and he does, his occasional disavowals 
notwithstanding, in fact have a clearly articulated and carefully inter­
locked form of pragmatism that includes a well-thought-out metaphilos­
ophy, a metaphilosophy that deeply challenges how philosophy, 
particularly in our ambience, is both standardly practised and conceptu­
alized (usually rather uncritically) (Nielsen 1996, pp. 71 -95). Moreover, 
this is done in terms accessible to analytic philosophers, and is informed 
by the analytic tradition. Rorty's account, in fine, is a nuanced, not unsys­
tematic, account that comes to grips with central issues both in and about 
analytic philosophy in a way that deserves careful- though, of course, not 
uncritical- attention . He is not to be shrugged off, as he so often is, as an 
irresponsible figure of fun frolicking with Derrida in Pa ris. 

That is my text, but I have two subtexts as well. The first is that Rorty 
has also been unfairly-and , for the most part, unperceptively- received 
by the Left. He is neither a patsy for the American capitalist order and its 
political establishment nor an irresponsible, shoot-from-the-hip commen­
tator on political affairs, but a serious, though somewhat conservative, 
social democrat, deeply suspicious of "grand theory" (political, social sci­
entific, and philosophical), but firmly committed to intelligently com­
menting on the social and political problems of our time. In this he 
consistently and honourably follows in the tradition of John Dewey. The 
second subtext is that Rorty, and neo-pragmatists generally, should not be 
so spooked by the ghost of "grand theory" that they continue to ignore the 
careful and politically relevant work of analytical Marxians such as G. A . 
Cohen , John Roemer, Erik Olin Wright , Andrew Levine, and D av id 
Schweickart (Nielsen 1993, pp. 1-21) . Neo-pragmatists such as Rorty can 
and should come to grips with them. Moreover, they can do this without, 
as a result of such attention, becoming entrapped in "grand theory," grand 
meta-narratives, some incoherent teleology of history, or the distortions of 
ideology, and (in Rorty's case) in a way that would strengthen his own 
mildly Left orientation (Nielsen 1983, pp. 319-38). Rorty should become 
sensitive to, and make use of, such analytical Marxian work , as they, in 
turn, would profit by exchanging their sometimes rather Neanderthal "sci­
entific realist" and unthought-out metaphilosophical preconceptions for a 
consciously pragmatist metaphilosophical orientation . Philosophica l 
work, we should not fail to note, can be careful and deeply politically rel­
evant while remaining metaphilosphically simplistic. Be that as it may, 
Marxism and Pragmatism have had happy marriages (marriages which 
were not marriages of convenience), as can be seen, fo r example, in Sidney 
Hook's early (1933) Towards The Understanding of Karl Marx . 

2. 

Richard Rorty, in his Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), and 
even more so in his more recent writing, has stressed his adherence to an ti-
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representationalism , by which he means an account "which does not view 
knowledge as a matter of getting reality right , but rather as a matter of 
acquiring habits of action for coping with reality" (Rorty 199la, p. 1). 
Beliefs, on an anti-representationalist account, do not represent reality, 
but a re tools fo r dealing with reality. Rorty is frequently accused of being 
an a nti-realist, and, if we mean by "anti-realism" that no linguistic items 
represent any non-linguistic items, then Rorty is indeed an anti-realist, 
a nd D onald D avidson is as well. On such a construal, anti-realism and 
a nti -representationalism just come to the same thing. But that is not how 
" realism" and "anti -rea lism" have standardly been understood . Realism 
is usually taken to be the belief that a certa in class of statements (say, sci­
entific statements), but not all types of statement (say, value judgements), 
has a n objective truth-value- has objective truth-conditions-which 
obta ins independently of our means of knowing them. Put otherwise, 
these statements a re true or fa lse of a reality that is utterly independent 
o f us. The an ti-realist, by contrast, denies that the claimed type of state­
m ent has such a status. Pace the realist , these statements, anti -realists 
a rgue, can only be understood by reference to the thing that counts as evi ­
dence for them. T hey are denying that statements of such a type have the 
sort of the objective status claimed by the rea list. What they are deny ing 
is that there these particular types of true statements- in our case, scien­
tific statements- stand in representational relations to non-linguistic 
items, while admittin g that some other kinds of statement (say, matter-of­
fac t , commo n-sense statements) can co rrespond to facts of the matter 
th ey represen t. Some of their te rm s, the claim goes, can represent non­
lingui stic items. T his, as Rorty points out, is an in-house dispute that 
a rises only within a representationalist framework. Anti-representational­
ists, by cont rast , eschew the whole problematic, denying th at either the 
notio n o f "representation" or that of "fact of the matte r" has "any useful 
ro le in philosophy" (Rorty 199 1 a, p. 2). So, while Rorty is emphatically 
rejecting realism- including, of course, metaphysical rea lism and "scien­
tific realism" - he is no t an anti-rea list. He is neither a realist nor an anti­
realist. He is rejecting the whole idea, as Davidson does as well , that beliefs, 
any beliefs at all, can represen t reality. It makes no sense to say either that 
they represen t rea li ty or fa il to represent rea li ty. Neither " represent" nor 
"fail s to represent" has a coherent use here. 

A nti-rep resentationa lism, which goes well with the perspectivism and 
co ntex tualism of pragmatism, rejects the so-ca lled di scipline of epis­
temology as well as metaphys ics. T here is no grand appearance/reality 
distinction as we find in Plato, Descartes, or Kant, fo r on an anti­
representionalist account there can be no gaining a glimpse at how things 
a re in themselves: the reali ty behind the appearance. Some allegedly priv­
ileged types of vocabulary- say, physics, or (as would have been claimed 
in another age) metaphysics or theology- do claim accurately to represent 



506 Dialogue 

reality while the other discourses are said to be mired in appearance. But 
with the demise of representational ism goes the very idea that there is some 
determinate way the world is there to be discovered and accurately repre­
sented (depicted) by some "true philosophy"- perhaps an epistemology or 
a philosophy of language (a la Michael Dummett) taken as First Philoso­
phy, a philosophy foundational for the rest. And there is no science- nei­
ther physics, linguistics, nor cognitive science- that is going to be able to 
step in and do the job- the giving of the one true description of the world­
that philosophy cannot do (Rorty 1997, pp. 6-16). Such a conception, i.e., 
the uniquely true description of the world , is incoherent if ant i-representa­
tionalism is on the mark. For there is no sense to the claim that one vocab­
ulary is closer to reality than another. There are just different forms of 
discourse answering to different more-or-less-distinctive interests. Given 
the concerns of fundamental physics, a description of the world in terms 
of colours has no place. Given common-sense observation and resthetic 
interests, it does. It is not that one form of discourse gives us a truer 
account of reality than another. They are all- or, at least, most of them 
are-valuable for certain purposes and not for others. The idea of a dis­
course telling us what reality really is, what the world is like in itsel f, is with­
out sense. It is not just (pace what Rorty sometimes says) that it is no t a 
useful idea; it is an incoherent one (Rorty should have stuck with his ea rlier 
Carnapian scorn- Rorty l 993a, pp. 444-46). We can speak of reality-ver­
sus-appearance in some specific context (e.g., real gold versus fool's gold , 
real beer versus beer without alcohol) , but not, at least if we want to make 
sense, in the broad way of the tradition of metaphysics or foundationalist 
epistemology. This big reality-versus-appearance dichotomy is not, to 
repeat, just useless; it could not be useful for it is incoherent, unless we 
want to say some incoherencies (perhaps 'some conceptions of God) are 
sometimes useful. 

It does not make sense, Rorty has it, to speak of reality as it is in itself, 
abstracting from the way it is represented . For one thing, we do not know 
what "reality as it is in itself" means, and, for another, language does not 
function in the representational way assumed in that sentence- a type of 
sentence central to the metaphysical tradition of "scientific realism." But, 
unless some sentences of that type are not only intelligible but also true, 
"scientific realism," and other forms of metaphysical realism as well, are 
down the tubes. 

3. 

Rorty, consistently with his anti-representationalism, is a minimalist 
about truth. He rejects correspondence, coherentist, and pragmatist the­
ories of truth. Indeed, he thinks we should have no theory of truth at all, 
though, given the long history of theo ries of truth , it is a good idea to have 
an account of how "true" and " truth" function . Not wanting a theory o f 
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tru th does not mean that he is sceptical about the very idea of truth, 
beli eving that we never have good grounds fo r taking one claim to be true 
a nd another to be fa lse. His is not the absurd task, sometimes ascribed to 
K ierkegaard , of collaps ing talk of tru th in to nonsensical cla ims about 
"subjective tru th. " In an unproblematically ordinary sense, some claims 
a re objectively true and others fa lse, and , in many instances, we do not 
k now what to say, but th at does not make truth wanton, as some of his 
c ritics seem to think he is giving us to understand . His minimalist account 
says that a sentence "S" is true if and only if S. Thus "'The cat is on the 
mat' is true" if and o nly if the cat is on the mat. This bare and correct 
statement o f what t ruth is and what it means to assert something to be 
true does not commit one to a co rrespondence, coherence, or a pragmatic 
th eo ry of tru th or to any theory of truth at all. It does not say " that behind 
the true sentence S, there is a sentence-shaped piece of non-linguistic real­
ity called ' the fact of S'- a set of relations between objects which hold 
independently of language- which makes 'S' true" (Rorty 199 1 a, p. 4). 
We do not have any understa nding of what it would be fo r such a corre­
spo ndence to obtain or fa il to obta in . The whole idea is unintelligible. But 
thi s denia l of correspondence must not lead us to think that truth is some­
thing we make up o r construct. Our linguistic practices do not determine 
what is true, though we can only speak of something being true or fal se 
fro m inside some linguistic practice. But that is a di ffe rent thing from say­
ing our linguistic practices produce truth or make certain things t rue." 'S' 
is true if and only if S" is just the truistic- but, fo r all of that, true- min­
imalist disquo tational claim that this is what truth is. It is ca lled "disquo­
tational" because on the left -hand side we have the sentence mentioned , 
and on the right-hand side we have, with the quotation marks taken off, 
the sentence S used. There is neither here a manufacturing of t ruth by lin­
guistic practices no r any mysterious correspondence between language 
and the wo rld . The latter would require us to do the impossible- nay, the 
unintelligible- namely, to be able to stand somewhere outside language 
and compare language and the world to see whether they do or do not 
correspond to each other like a map corresponds to what is mapped or a 
photograph to what is photographed. 

Rorty a rgues that his account of truth does not make truth a linguistic 
a rtefact, and does not imply anything like linguistic idealism. There are, 
of course, links between our language and the rest of the world , but these 
links a re causal, not epistemological. Our language, like our bodies, is 
shaped by our envi ronment, and , indeed , our language could no more be 
"out o f touch" with our environment- grandiosely, the world- than our 
bodies could . Indeed , to suggest that this could obtain is to say something 
which is unintelligible. 

What an a nti-representationalist such as Rorty denies is that there is 
any explanatory o r epistemic point in trying to pick out and then to 
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choose among the contents of our language- or of our minds- and, with 
that, to claim that this or that item corresponds to reality, or represents 
reality in a robust way which some other such item does not and, indeed, 
cannot. Moreover, the property truth is neither a normative property 
yielding us criteria for correcting our beliefs nor an explanatory property 
explaining why we have the beliefs we have, or regard some beliefs as jus­
tified and warranted and others as not. It has the disquotational use just 
specified and a commendatory use. In saying that a belief is true, we in one 
way or another commend it. And it has, as well, a cautionary use­
namely, to remind us that, no matter how rationally justified a belief is or 
how rationally acceptable it is (even ideally rationally acceptable), it still 
might turn out to be false. Because of these uses, we would be badly served 
by replacing "truth" with "warranted assertability," or even "being super­
assertable." Giving attention to the disquotational, commendatory, and 
cautionary uses of "true," however, does not add up to a theory, let alone 
a normative or explanatory theory of truth (a semantical theory does not 
have much point), but makes clear the use of " true"' so that we will come 
to command a clear-or at least a clearer- view of its role in our lives 
(Rorty 199la, pp. 126-61; 1993b, pp. 1-25; 1995b, pp. 282-300). Without 
getting subjective or relativistic about truth, we do better without a theory 
of truth and, most prominently, without a correspondence theory of 
truth. We should attend closely to the use of "true" and " truth" in the lan­
guage-games in which they occur, and to sufficiently and accurately 
describe them so as to break, by a perspicuous description, the grip of the 
metaphysical pictures we tend to get tangled in (e.g., correspondence con­
ceptions) when we think about truth. After that descriptive work is well 
done, there is no need at all for, or any point in, a theory of truth . In giving 
the description, we will not be attempting to provide a survey of "the 
whole of the language" (something that probably does not make sense), 
but to "assemble reminders for a particular purpose." Hence, the point­
lessness, if not the very impossibility, of "semantical theories" of truth. 

4. 

When it comes to fixing belief- determining what we are justified in 
believing and doing- as thorough a coherence of beliefs as we can attain 
is what is needed, though crucially some of those beliefs will be considered 
judgements which we will take to have some initial credibility. They are 
part of our inescapable cultural given, something that will obtain in all 
cultures, though the content will in some considerable measure vary from 
culture to culture. All peoples start with their in part distinctive cultural 
givens. There is no more a possibility of escaping that starting point than 
there is a way of shedding our own skins. But, now speaking of ourselves 
(people of a particular culture)- but the same thing will hold for others 
as well-if some of our considered judgements, even our firmest ones, do 
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not fit into a wide, coherent pattern of our beliefs (what John Rawls, and 
Rorty fo llowing him, call wide reflective equilibrium), then they will be, 
and should be, rejected (Rorty 199 1 a, pp. 175-96). And this can be true of 
any of them. None are immune from the possibility of rejection. Attaining 
wide reflective equilibrium will be a matter of winnowing some of them 
out, but not, holus bolus, trying to throw out all of them, or even the bulk 
of them, at a given time, or perhaps even ever. That, for good Davidsonian 
reasons- reasons that Rorty end orses- makes no sense at all. But any of 
them can be rejected , though not most of them, to say nothing of all of 
them, at once. But there is no actual reason to think that that will be the 
fate o f most of our considered judgements. But, to repeat, there is no con­
sidered judgement that is immune from the possibility of rejection. Rorty, 
like Peirce and Dewey, is a thorough fallibilist. We justify one belief in 
terms of others by weaving and unweaving our web of beliefs until we, for 
a time, get the most coherent pattern we can forge. But we never escape 
fallibi lism and historicism. What we are justified in believing- taking for 
true--comes to forging what for a time, but surely only for a time, is the 
widest and most coherent pattern of beliefs that we can muster. 

What justification of beliefs comes to in all domains, Rorty contends, 
is best modelled in a Davidsonian-Rawlsian fashion by what Rawls calls 
wide reflective equilibrium . Starting by our own lights (with what other 
lights could we possibly start?) with an appeal to our firmest considered 
judgements in different domains, we seek to forge them into a coherent 
whole (consistency being a central element here) along with (that is, 
including in that whole) other things we learn and know or think we know 
or care about o r that come to us from others as suggestions which we on 
reflection deem to have some plausibility. We seek, taking into consider­
ation all these things, the full est and most consistent and coherent pack­
age we can for a time gain. We devise such a package- rejecting here and 
modifying there all along the line- until , for a time, we get the widest con­
sistent and most coherent pattern of beliefs and sentiments that we can at 
that particular time muster. 1 If we achieve this, then our beliefs are in wide 
reflective equilibrium, and when that wide reflective equilibrium is also 
general (that is, each adult person in the society has achieved wide reflec­
tive equi librium, so that the "we" is for that time practically universal in 
that society), we have a wide reflective equilibrium that is also a general 
refl ective equilibrium (Rawls 1995, pp. 141-42). General refl ective equilib­
rium is pla inly just a heuristic, but it serves as our touchstone, when it is 
extended from a society to the world, for ( 1) a maximally reasonable clus­
ter of beliefs, and (2) for what would count as the full est justification that 
could (even in principle) be had for our various beliefs and convictions in 
all domains. And, since we speak of our considered judgements and what 
we can get in wide refl ective equilibrium (I do not speak now of general 
equilibrium), we will also need to have, with this wide reflective equilib-
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rium, an intersubjective consensus. It will need to be the right sort of con­
sensus, a consensus that is rooted in a wide reflective equilibrium. A nd it 
is that which gives us the only viable conception of objectivity we can have 
or need.

2 
Objectivity, so understood , admits, of course, of degrees. It is 

also something that is invariably time-dependent. The fu ll reasonability 
of wide and general equilibrium is the heuristically outer limit of o bjec­
tivity (Rorty 1991 a, pp. 175-96). 

5. 

Such a coherentist account is not only anti-representationalist, but a nt i­
foundationalist and holist as well . There are no basic beliefs (building 
blocks of knowledge) yielding certa inties or even near certaint ies o n 
which all the rest of our knowledge and justified beliefs a re based. N either 
science nor philosophy, nor anything else, can discover such beliefs. There 
are no such foundations. We have no criteria for p roper basicality tha t has 
survived careful inspection , and there is no poin t at which our wo rds o r 
thoughts just represent our sense impressions o r the world where o ne o r 
the other constitutes the ground on which a ll our other knowledge is 
based. We have no such simple certain ties or fo undational knowledge, o r 
any coherent conception of how some research p rogram might lead us to 
either. What we have, instead, is a fallibili stic method of fi xing belief by 
wide reflective equilibrium replacing epistemology and replacing, as well , 
a deductivist model of justification with a coherentist one (though, o f 
course, deductive inferences are made within the coherentist model). 

With the abandonment of foundati onalism, and , with it, the Ka ntia n 
understanding of the key role of epistemology- a conception which is 
held by many philosophers who are not Kantians- we abandon a class i­
cal self-image of the philosopher as someone who stands in some privi­
leged perspective and can tell us in all domains what counts as genuine 
knowledge. We give up the deceptive self-conceit th at the philosopher can 
know things that no one else can know so well. There is no possible t ran­
scendental or even quasi-transcendental perspective where, independ­
ently of some particular social practices and some particular do mains, we 
can say what knowledge is and correct the ways of science or co mmo n 
sense by bringing in some conception of superior philosophical knowl­
edge which enables us to judge common-sense beliefs and science and give 
the "real foundations of knowledge." 

6. 

Rorty's pragmatism, like Dewey's, is a bald natu ralism, being fully physi­
calist without being scientistic or reductionistic. Witho ut taking science to 
be the sole source of knowledge, its natu ralism is Darwinian, seeking with­
out reductionism to cleanse distinctions like mind vs. body and objective 
vs. subjective of Platonic or dualistic residues, getting rid in the process of 
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both God and God-surrogates such as Reason o r the intrinsic nature of 
things. Indeed, these very dichotomies are to be rejected. Rorty sees every­
thing as constituted by its relations to other things, and as having no 
intrinsic nature. Philosophy, trying to utilize such incoherent conceptions, 
cannot provide foundations for anything, including cultural artefacts that 
have become important in our lives, such as Newtonian mechanics, Dar­
winian biology, and mass democracy, but it can, where it is well done, pro­
vide clear articulations of them, and, as well, and distinctly, when, and if, 
the need a ri ses, philosophers, pitching in with others, can provide piece­
meal criticisms of them and of other practices as well (Rorty I 995a, p. 200). 
Here philosophers, in company with o thers, are being all-purpose intellec­
tuals, th ough intellectuals without any special expertise that is distinctively 
philosophical (Rorty 1982, pp. xiii -xlvii , 211-30). 

7 

As Rorty has frequently been accused of being an anti-realist, so he has at 
least as frequently been accused of being a relativist. That he has always 
denied, but the criticism has persisted (Rorty l 993a , pp. 443-61). He cer­
tainly is not a relativist, if we mean by " relativist" the (incoherent) idea 
that the beliefs or all individuals, no matter how different, are "equally 
valid" o r equally true, or, alternatively, that the beliefs of every group, how­
ever diverse, are "equally valid" o r equally true. And he is not claiming, or 
giving to understand , that anything goes, that one belief is as justified as 
another. (Though this radical subjectivism should perhaps not be called 
"relativism.") And he plainly follows Davidson in rejecting conceptual rel­
ativism- namely, the belief that there are conflicting or incommensurable 
ubiquitous conceptual schemes that differently characterize an undifferen­
tiated content with no non-question-begging grounds for saying that one 
conceptual scheme is more adeq uate than another. Rorty, following 
Davidson, rejects the whole scheme-content distinction as incoherent. 
There is no standing outside all conceptual schemes and seeing o r taking 
no te of how they differ and how they differently characterize an undiffer­
entiated reality. And there is, moreover, no understanding, or hav ing some 
ina rticulate o r inchoate acquaintance with o r grasp of, an undifferentiated 
reality. We can gain no epistemologica l access to anything which is prac­
tice-free that we could identify as an undifferentiated content. 

Why has the charge of relativism so tenaciously stuck? I think it is 
because of Rorty's historicism , which is frequently confused with relativ­
ism, because o f his espousal of a rather freewheeling Emersonian roman­
ticism , and because of his unfo rtunate talk of ethnocentrism (Rorty 
1991 a, pp. 13- 17, 2 1-34, 203- 1 O; I 996b, pp. 24-30) . His historicism sur­
faces when he expresses, level-headedily and rightly-or so it seems to 
me- the belief that "no description of how things are from a God's-eye 
point of view, no sky hook provided by some contemporary o r yet-to-be-
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developed science, is going to free us from the contingency of having been 
acculturated as we were. Our acculturation is what makes certain options 
Jive, or momentous, or forced, while leaving others dead , or trivial, o r 
optional" (Rorty 1991 a, p. 13). Later in the same essay, he ca11 s this tough-
minded recognition of how things inescapably stand "ethnocentrism .. . an 
inescapable condition- roughly synonymous with human finitude .. . " 
(Rorty 1991a, p. 15). But this is not what "ethnocentrism" usua lly means, 
and it is certainly not relativism or subjectivism. It is perhaps best ca11ed 
historicism, or, perhaps better still , giving fewer hostages to fort une, just 
being what Cora Diamond and Hilary Putnam ca11 being realistic- a 
sense of "realism" which has nothing to do with metaphysical realism o r 
"scientific realism" (Diamond 1991 , pp. 39-71) . At any rate, this histori­
cism is felt to be a threatening impediment to people in search of some 
ahistorical Archimedian point, some certainty, that would take them 
beyond contingency and finitude. Given this craving for an ahistorical 
Archimedian point, Rorty's view of things is something th at they will 
regard with distaste, and perhaps even with anxiety, as relativism o r 
(worse still) nihilism. Leszek Kolakowski's reaction to Rorty is a para­
digm case of such anxiety (Kolakowski l 996b, pp. 52-57, 67-76). 

Living without absolutes for people hooked on traditio nal notions, 
even when they clearly see their difficulties, is ha rd indeed. But Ro rty 's 
view is neither nihilistic nor relativistic. Au contra ire, it is just showing in 
a realistic spirit what is, inescapably, anyone's situation. If it is thought 
that there is some possible alternative, it should be expla ined by those 
thinking so what would it be like to transcend or escape that situatio n? 
Rorty has made a strong case for claiming there is no transcending that 
or escaping it, and that, moreover, there is no need to. What is taken to 
be the charnel house of conceptual relativism is a chimera, for, while 
Rorty's account is fallibili stic and histo ricist, and yields no found atio na l­
ist Archimedian point, it does provide a bastion aga inst relativism with 
(1) wide reflective equilibrium; (2) the rejectio n of the scheme-co ntent 
doctrine, and, thus, conceptual relativism; and (3), a holism undermining 
any attempt at a balkanization of language-games. Together, these three 
notions provide grounds for criticizing and reforming our practices, and , 
with that, the grounds for our coming to have more adequate practices­
practices, that is, that fit together into a wider and mo re coherent pattern. 
We have, by intelligently utilizing such conceptions, resources for seeing 
how we can and often should in a piecemeal way criticize o ur practices. 
This criticism can sometimes run deep, but any criticism, no mat ter how 
thorough, will rest on other practices. There is no Archimedian po int 
independent of all practices from which to criticize practices o r anything 
else. Indeed, there is no such Archimedian point, period. To ask for tha t 
kind of justification is to ask for something that makes no sense. To shed 
all our practices would be to shed all our language-games, and, thus, to 
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have no language at all , or indeed, no capacity at all , to understand any­
th ing, much less assess or criticize it . That would indeed be Lockej aw. But 
the acceptance of our fi nitude is not acquiescing in relativism or subjec­
tivism or careening in to nihilism. It is people with a penchant for religi­
osity who tend to so blinker themselves. It is a religiosity which persists, 
th o ugh in a thinly disguised fo rm , when they proclaim themselves sturdy, 
no-no nsense, metaphys ical or scientific realists. T he quest fo r, or at least 
th e lo nging fo r, absolutes dies hard . 

8. 
Ro rty's D eweyan pragmatism comes out in his discussion of political lib­
eralism. T here, employing the method of wide ref1 ective equilibrium, 
Ro rty poin ts to ways that we, though never being able to stand free of our 
accultu ration, need not, if our circumstances are fo rtunate, be imprisoned 
by it. He rema rk s, "our best chance fo r transcending our acculturation is 
to be brought up in a culture which prides itself on not being monolithic­
o n its tolerance fo r a plurality of subcultures and a willingness to listen 
to neighbo uring cul tures" (Rorty 199 1a, p. 14) . That listening, as all lis­
tening, is, of course, st ill accultu rated listening- there is no escape from 
tha t- but it is an acculturated listening in the light of being bombarded 
by the views o f others with distinct acculturations and in the context of 
tryin g to face those views with understanding and an open mind- some­
thin g which, o f course, even with the bes t will in the world , is immensely 
difficult. This he takes to be the situation of some of us in the rich liberal 
capitalist democracies if we are lucky enough to be moderately well off 
a nd moderately well educated . However, like Rawls, he prefers a liberal 
democracy which is a lso a social democracy, and , again like Rawls, he 
d oes not deny that a socialist society could also be a liberal democracy. 

It is in his defence of libera lism that he has, not unsurprisingly, taken 
a considerable amount of criticism from in tellectuals to his Left , even 
fro m those favourably disposed to his anti-representationalism, and 
sometimes even to his historicism. What they find disturbing is what they 
ta ke to be his complacency concerning the evils that emerge from these 
liberal capita li st democracies, including the very considerable difference 
between liberal rhetoric and the reality of these societies, the ho rrors com­
placently tolerated by and sometimes even directly or indirectly perpe­
trated by the ruling eli tes of these capitalist societies or by the dependent 
ruling elites in many of the societies the rich capitalist democracies dom­
inate. Their track record with their own people is not something to inspire 
co nfidence, either. Ref1 ecting on his praise of the rich capitalist democra­
cies, his Left cri t ics take him to be ethnocentric in a more familiar and less 
acceptable sense than the sense we have noted . One is ethnocentric in this 
mo re familia r sense when one uncritically takes one's own tribe and one's 
tribe's way o f doing things to be the epitome of the right way of doing 

-
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things, the intellectual and moral exemplar for all to emulate or, at least, 
where emulation is impossible, to look up to and to envy. This seems to 
show itself in his praise of the particular way of life and the norms of 
political behaviour of these rich capitalist democracies (Rorty 1991 a, 
pp. 197-202; 1996b, pp. 24-66, 84-88, 121-25; against this image of being 
a capitalist patsy, see Rorty l 994a, pp. 84-101 ). 

Rorty responds that his radical critics- their self-images to the con­
trary notwithstanding- are part of that culture as well, and that even in 
criticizing it they show that they are largely accepting a considerable part 
of that general liberal culture. But in a footnote a bit of realpolitik hoves 
into sight when Rorty remarks, in a way that does not seem complacent 
at all, that he is not saying "that there is any particular reason for opti­
mism about America or the rich North Atlantic democracies generally" 
(Rorty 1991 a, p. 15) . He goes on to say: 

in the year I write (1990) ... several of these democracies, including the United 
States, are presently under the control of an increasingly greedy and selfi sh mid­
dle class-a class which continually elects cynical demagogues willing to 
deprive the weak of hope in order to promise tax cuts to their constituents. If 
this process goes on for another generation, the countries in which it happens 
will be barbarised . Then it may become silly to hope for reform, and sensible to 

hope for revolution. (Rorty 199l a, p. 15) 

But, Rorty adds, "at the present time the United State is a functioning 
democratic society-one in which change occurs, and can be hoped for as 
result of persuasion rather than force" (Rorty 1991 a, p. 15). 

These are fine sentiments. But it is not unreasonable to be more cynical, 
or at least more sceptical, about the situation than Rorty is, and much 
more pessimistic about any liberating change coming from such societies 
as long as they remain capitalist societies. That said, it is also in so me 
sense true that the United States, and more so Holland, Sweden, Den­
mark, and Norway, are functioning democracies. In the United States 
democracy indeed functions badly, yet to some extent, though in degen­
erate ways, it continues to function . It is very much better in myriad ways 
than, for example, Malaysia, Mexico, or Turkey, to say nothing of the 
greater departures from democracy in Indonesia, Rwanda, Burma, Para­
guay, or Saudi Arabia. Moreover, and distinctly, in the present situation , 
calls for revolution in rich capitalist democracies are unrealistic. Rorty is 
also right about the absurdity and close to utter apoliticality of the " post­
modernist Left" (something that surely deserves shudder quotes). But he, 
too, quickly dismisses socialism as a viable conception in our world with 
the possibility down the road of a feasible instantiation (Rorty l 994b, pp. 
119-26). And he ignores the work- work which is relevant to the above­
of analytical Marxians such a G. A. Cohen, Joshua Cohen, Erik Olin 
Wright, Andrew Levine, David Schweickart, and John Roemer. There we 
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have a variety of rigorous Marxian accounts, tied neither to old or new 
dogmas, proposing concrete agendas of the general type that Rorty 
applauded the Old Left for articulating. They do this while profiting from 
the mistakes of the Old Left and from developments in philosophy and 
the social sciences. They are also, with respect to socialism, attuned to the 
spent-force syndrome, to the realities of the present political situation 
generally, and are concerned carefully to think out what is to be done 
(Nielsen 1993, pp. 1-21). Moreover, there is in these accounts less confu­
sion about normative matters than in the old Marxist Left, and there are 
clearly articulated models of market socialism attuned to how contempo­
rary economies function or could feasibly be made to function without 
loss of efficiency. They set out a conception of a feasible socialist econ­
omy, together with conceptions of justice and democracy, that are only 
minimally utopian and are compatible with a liberal society. (I did not say 
a neo-liberal economic regime.) 

Some of these accounts (particularly Roemer's) seem at least to be too 
scientistic, but that could easily be remedied. More generally analytical 
Marxian accounts could also readily be adjusted to mesh with pragma­
tism and a metaphilosophy of the sort that Rorty develops. (Indeed, I 
think analytical Marxians would be better off with such a metaphiloso­
phy and such a pragmatism.) A crucial issue would be whether we can rea­
sonably expect theories of the scale or scope analytical Marxians deploy 
to work or to be capable of being refined into working. This is where 
Rortyan critique- or, for that matter, critique of Chomsky's or Foucault's 
sort- and a stress on particulars without much attention to something as 
suspect as theory in the social sciences might be very much to the point. 
But these analytical Marxians are plainly not (pace Jon Bister, Ernest 
Gellner, and Leszek Kolakowski) presenting either grand metanarratives 
or grand historical narratives of any kind, though some do offer theories 
of epochal social change (Nielsen 1983, pp. 319-38; 1989, pp. 497-539). 
Perhaps such theories do not have the empirical corroboration they 
need. Worse still, perhaps there are good conceptual or conceptual-cum­
empirical reasons for thinking such corroboration cannot be had in the 
social sciences and that, instead , if we go for theories with such a scope, 
we will end up with what some anthropologists call just-so stories. But it 
does not follow from this that they are teleological fantasies. Still, all that 
notwithstanding, perhaps we should be much more concretely particular­
ist in what we say and particularly in how we argue politically. 

Whether this is so, and, because of that, whether theories of the gener­
ality of those articulated by analytical Marxians will turn out to be impos­
sible or improbable cannot be settled a priori. There is nothing in the very 
idea of a social science that makes it so. It is, rather, something to be set­
tled by pragmatic trial and error. But rather than just waving a somewhat 
nostalgic goodbye to the socialist Left, Rorty- or others proceeding in 
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the same general way that Rorty proceeds- should come to grips With 
these issues. It seems to be just the th ing to do for a thoroughgoing Dew­
eyan who wants the problems of human bein gs to become the problerns 
of philosophers: who wants to go from what Rorty calls Philosophy to 
philosophy (Rorty 1982, pp. xiv-xvii). Whether we could, o r should , ins ti ­
tute a market socialism or whether prior to that, starting in a progres ive 
and wealthy capitalist society (e.g., Sweden) , we should institute an 
unconditional lifetime basic income for everyone, replacing with it our 
creaking welfare systems, are issues which would deeply affect the lives of 
everyone. They answer- though surely they are not the whole of the 
answer-fundamentally to questions about how we should live the Pl1bli c 
part of our lives. For one who wants philosophy to go in a Deweyan direc­
tion, Rorty should welcome a careful consideration of such matters. 1'hey 
should be, for him , issues of considerable importance. They a re among the 
issues that neo-pragmatists, if not Rorty himself, should concern thern­
selves with in our common task of trying intelligently to keep utopia n 
hopes alive and perhaps, in time and with luck, help to make them sorne­
thing more than just hopes. 3 

Notes 

How can we tell for ourselves whether we have achieved or even approx imated 
this? We might, of course, be deceived about whether we have gained the Widest 
consistent and most coherent pattern of beliefs and sentiments that we can fo r 
a time muster, or even that we have gained a somewhat wider one than m os t 
people who are at all reflective carry around with them under their hats. We pro­
ceed, I respond, in a common-sensica l way by inspecting our beliefs and senti ­
ments and the propositions expressive of both; we also check with others who 
have done similar things to find whether they detect inconsistencies. Concern­
ing those beliefs and sentiments, we seek to arrange matters in the way tha t 
seems to us the most perspicuous arrangement that we can, for the nonce, 
achieve, and, again, we consult others. We can and freq uently do go wrong here, 
sometimes badly so. Again, fallibilism is the name of the game, but using the 
procedure I have just discussed, we seek something of an intersubjective con­
sensus. Where we have tried as best we can to spot inconsistencies and incoher­
ence and have dutifully checked this out with a diverse range of informed 
others, we have gone some considerable way toward being justified in having 
some confidence that our beliefs and sentiments are in something approximat­
ing a consistent and coherent pattern. Of course, we will never see things " fro m 
the aspect of eternity." But what fallibili st eve r thought we could? 

2 It can be said that reflective equilibrium is itself an epistemology proffering a 
coherentist account of justification, and that Rorty a rbitrarily, in effect, takes 
"foundationalist epistemology" to be pleonastic. It seems to me that epistemol­
ogy has been pretty much a foundationali st business, but , if one wants to, one 
can, of course, speak of "coherentist epistemologies" and so classify refl ective 
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equilibrium . Nothi ng substantive turns on that. But it does make Hegel, Dewey, 
Mead, Rawls, and Rorty look li ke they a re doing something rather more similar 
to what Kant, Price, D ucasse, Chisholm, and Ayer a re doing than they actually 
a re. Also, and independently, given Rorty's derisive talk concerning method , 
some will say it is a mistake to speak of him as having any method at all (Rorty 
199 1 a , pp. 63-77) . But his deriding of method fits badly with what he says con­
cerning reflective equilibrium and with much of hi s actual practice (Rorty 
1991 a, pp. 175-96) . " Method" may be too grand a word for what he does, but 
there is a careful attempt on his part to see how things fit together, to display 
this clearly, and to acknowledge the va lue of such a fitting (Rorty 1982, pp. xiii­
xxi). 

3 I should like to thank Murray Cla rke, Andrew Lugg, and R . X. Ware for helpful 
comments on an ea rlier version of this article. That, at times, I have been stub­
born is not, of course, their fa ul t. 
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