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FROM THE AUTHOR

Richard Rorty and Jiirgen Habermas are two of the most important
philosophers of the twentieth century. There is a considerable
scholarship that focuses on their philosophies, however, very little of
this work pays attention to their shared commitments. Most of the
existing work is focused on their points of disagreement. The general
goal of this volume is thus to bridge the gap in the scholarly literature
on Rorty and Habermas to show how their work converges.

This volume is intended to serve those in the social sciences and legal
studies who want and need a guide to both philosophers and to the
important debate and exchange that happened between them. It is meant
to help graduate students and scholars of law and government that often
think of the Frankfurt school as tremendously influential but also as
a tradition that can at times be dense and pedantic to the point that
its authors occasionally frustrate readers with seemingly impenetrable
prose. It is thus important to allow students and researchers outside of
the formal discipline to turn to a more accessible source. In other words,
this volume’s explicit aim is not to address professional philosophers.
Philosophers most of the time do not need a guide on this topic. But
so many others do need it. Of course philosophers can also find it
challenging to read critical theory, and about the debate between Rorty
and Habermas. It can also be difficult to see the potential that exists
within their thought to reflect on the philosophical basis on which our
societies and democracies should be grounded.

To help those both outside and within the discipline of philosophy
and to make reading this volume a valuable endeavor, it is designed to
be an exercise in closely reading the works of Rorty and Habermas.
I will often refer to the philosophers’ own words and compare them

ix
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X From the Author

with passages of their disputants to show why I came to particular
conclusions. By reading closely, I lead the reader step by step toward
conclusions that change the common reading of Rorty’s and Habermas'’s
thought and of their debate.

We have many different “common readings” of situations, texts,
events, and people. These are often grounded in assumptions that we
no longer verify, for example, that beggars on the street are responsible
for their lives, according to the saying “You've made your bed, now lie in
it.” We also say “Stop cheating like a gypsy” or “You are emotional like
a woman.” Such common readings also exist in the sciences, especially
in the social sciences or the humanities, and they need to be addressed
and overcome to create a chance to reach for something new. This
“something new” in the case of this volume is to show that Rorty
and Habermas are convergent thinkers, which runs against many
superficial claims that there is only a limited affinity between them,
at the level of certain general perceptions or beliefs, for example, as to
the value of democratic order or to the value of freedom, and to show
that this affinity happens as “conversation” conducted “with the public”
and from a “scientific” or “academic” point of view. Rorty indeed said
that Dewey and Habermas were his heroes, “and they always had two
conversations: one with their professional colleagues on technical issues
that only philosophy professors care about, and another conversation
with the public.” In this volume, however, both conversations will be
important—those about, for example, the nature of truth or the role
of rationality, as well about what basis we need for communication to
occur. It will be also important to present the possible consequences
of that conversation.

Academic literature is full of works with conclusions driven by
research sympathies that evolve with the amount of time one spends
with the subject of one’s research. Even in writing this volume, I have
experienced how Rorty scholars defend his view, and Habermas scholars
his, both sets of scholars being very much attached to the work of the
philosopher whose work they know best but at the same time read in a
particular way. For these scholars the conclusion might be striking that
Rorty and Habermas to a large extent speak with the same voice when
they argue about the philosophical basis of their sociopolitical views, as
well as when they speak about the political form they would like to put
in place of the present one. In light of the exercise that this volume is and
its proposed methodology, those challenged by its conclusions would
need to argue in the same way, not only by presenting general claims
but by also pointing to texts themselves, which at the same time should
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From the Author xi

be perceived within the body of the authors’ corpuses. It is certainly
not enough to show one citation from one place when a particular issue
was a subject of further discussion, between Rorty and Habermas, and
it is important to reach for various sources to present an argument,

In the first two chapters, the reader will find a presentation of
the nuances of Rorty’s and Habermas’s notions of truth, rationality,
universality, and communication. Such a presentation is important
because, as I have mentioned, I see my audience as being wider than
professional philosophers, who could consider the presentation and
the analysis as an overview. Indeed, the content of these two chapters
will be familiar to some of my readers, however, the goal is to present
the philosophies of Rorty and Habermas in as clear, careful, accessible,
concise, and comprehensive a way as possible, and to proffer some
criticisms in the latter part of each chapter. To present selected issues
from the philosophies of Rorty and Habermas as clearly as possible, I
am not getting into a discussion about interpretations of their work by
other authors. One can of course see the downside of such close reading
in that it does not benefit from the insights that have been hashed out
in the secondary literature. However, the upside of omitting significant
engagement with existing interpretative debates is brevity, conciseness,
and overall clarity of presentation of the ideas of each thinker. To
counterbalance the downsides, the secondary literature will be included
in the footnotes to this text. I will refer there to articles and books that
criticize and support the philosophical views of John Dewey, Rorty,
and Habermas.

The goal is, however, not only to present what Rorty and Habermas
both argued about and what they both claimed about each other but
also to confront them and their views. I do so in the third chapter
of this volume. In particular, I analyze whether they are right in
their assessment of each other’s philosophical thought. Perhaps they
misread each other due to erroneous preconceptions they had before
different stages of their debate or they did not listen carefully to each
other’s arguments. The conclusion is that American and Continental
pragmatists criticized each other, illuminated each other, and to a
large extent converge philosophically. This turns the page in readings
of Rorty and Habermas; they were not philosophers that were
fundamentally at odds with each other, but were ones that to a large
extent spoke with the same voice even though they sometimes used
different vocabularies. There are of course differences in their views,
and I will also present them in this volume, drawing closely on the

works of both philosophers.
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xii From the Author

Besides presentation of the debate that happened between Rorty
and Habermas, during which they confronted each other on a number
of issues, the goal of this volume is also to present their views with a
question in mind: what possible meaning does their debate have for us,
and what comes out of it? They share a pragmatic approach, and that
is why they present their own “utopian” projects, in the positive sense
of the term. What's more, their projects are aligned—as this volume
will show—even though that can be difficult to realize. Both present
a humane, proindividual, and communal perspective at the same time.
Neither of them presents a substantial vision of how things should be;
instead they present formal preconditions that if respected may allow
us to be able to think about how things could be.

The crucial issue for them is to sort out on what basis to rest
our societal cooperation and our politics so that the horrors of the
twentieth century will not be repeated. These horrors occurred with the
development of fascism and communism, which were the only “truths”
for half of the twentieth century, especially in Poland and in the rest of
Central and Eastern Europe. It is thus no coincidence that Rorty and
Habermas, who had in mind these horrors, met for a historical debate
in Warsaw after the fall of the communism when the issue at stake
was, what is next? On what philosophical basis should we build our
societies and relations between people? Are there any universal values
that we can draw on for that project? Is there any truth that can unite
us? Is rationality the cure for the madness of authoritarian regimes? Is
coexistence and communication possible in societies in which people
are so different, and is it feasible to dialogue across many different
approaches they represent?

Out of the confrontation between Rorty and Habermas we might
be able to find a new way to think about what kind of politics we
need, or about freedom and responsibility, in a way that can help
us to shape new democracies and to rescue those in crisis. I believe
that Habermas’s and Rorty’s perspectives provide the opportunity for
developing a new understanding of freedom, “freedom as responsibility,”
but this volume shows only a path toward such an understanding, the
possibility of arguing in the future about a new understanding of the
notion of freedom as responsibility. It is thus not the goal to present a
new understanding of the notion of “freedom as responsibility” here. As
the volume’s subtitle suggests, I will only move “toward” it in this work.

In short, as a volume mostly for nonspecialists, from disciplines
ranging from the social to the political sciences, but also for philosophers
interested in the subject, it is a general introduction to Rorty and
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From the Author xiii

Habermas without losing the clarity of the exposition of their ideas.
The work also attempts to be an original contribution to existing
debates about the level of disagreement between the two philosophers.
I hope by posting questions throughout the volume and moving step
by step to keep the reader interested and engaged in unpacking how
Rorty’s and Habermas’s thought converges. Moreover, I will try to
show that there is enormous potential in the pragmatic philosophical
tradition to help us deal with the problems of today, especially when
deciding what kind of politics we need and how we should understand
and exercise our freedom.
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INTRODUCTION

The Specter of Auschwitz

F ascism and communism developed in the twentieth century as reac-
tions against the inequalities of early capitalism, which facilitated
race and class struggles and called for social engineering at a consider-
able scale. Their leaders, assigning themselves the role of the arbiters
of truth, subordinated their societies to ideological moralities based,
on the one hand, on class struggle, and on the other, on racial supe-
riority.l Any actions that supported their historical mission were, in
their opinion, justified. They created totalitarian regimes whose aim
was a better future, regardless of the costs. Consequently, violence,
pain, and suffering became a common experience that marked millions
of people.

In the light of these experiences—still somehow vivid, from our
perspective—we ask ourselves what to do in order for us and future
generations to never again partake in anything like them. “[A]t times
like that of Auschwitz, when history is in upheaval and traditional
institutions and patterns of behavior are collapsing, we want something
which stands beyond history and institutions. What can there be
except human solidarity, our recognition of one another’s common
humanity?”? This question has been posed by Rorty but also by many
others. All try to tackle the tragic experiences of the twentieth century
in different ways. They wish, among other things, to indicate such
forms of coexistence that would allow for preserving dignity within a
community.? This is in fact what has shaped the thought of Habermas.
There are also those, including Rorty, who tried to indicate forms
of coexistence devoid of coercion and that do not cause suffering.
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2 The Rorty-Habermas Debate

They all share a disapproval of what has happened and the desire
for it to never happen again.* Haunted by the specter of Auschwitz,
they create utopian visions of a better future, bearing in mind that
someday they may spread.> The situation they are in is not, however,
favorable. Habermas has written that today it looks like the utopian
energy has expired: as if it has evaporated from historical thinking.
Thus, the future does not appear optimistic. At the threshold of the
twenty-first century, we encounter a somewhat terrifying picture of
common life interests being threatened: the never-ending arms race,
the dissemination of nuclear weapons, systematic impoverishment,
unemployment, increasing social inequality in developing countries, and
environmental pollution—these are the slogans that permeate public
consciousness via mass media.®6 The reactions of intellectuals and of
politicians equally prove their helplessness.” And it is by no means
merely a realist perspective to accept helplessness so eagerly and let
it substitute for attempts at acting for the sake of the future. Perhaps
the situation is, indeed, objectively opaque. But opaqueness can still
be a part of a willingness to act, of which societies are capable. The
point is that Western culture should trust itself.8 Were we, in light of
Habermas’s words above, indeed to talk of a surrounding opaqueness,
such a situation should not make intellectuals give up. Certainly, this
is not the case with thinkers, such as Rorty and Habermas, who wish
for hope to take the place of knowledge in our social interactions.® This
hope should be based on the conviction that we are able to deliberately
and consciously change ourselves and our surroundings.!® It should
be followed by the renunciation of the search for the one and only
truth. This renunciation is characteristic of American pragmatism,
but not only of that tradition. Rorty observed that the belief that it is
social consensus, and not the attitude toward nonhuman reality, that
is of the utmost significance, is characteristic not only of American
pragmatism but also of the works of Habermas,!! whose thought can
be also described as belonging to the pragmatist tradition.

Pragmatism

As far as Habermas is concerned, the above statement may seem
surprising, though it should not be so0.!? For when we ask in what
sense it can be articulated, we will have to answer that it is in the
sense of the pragmatic categories and views that appear within
Habermas’s philosophy, which are crucial for pragmatism—despite
its many guises—and in the sense he himself has used when referring
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Introduction 3

to pragmatism, and when utilizing it, acknowledging his affinity with
this tradition of thought.!? In the case of Habermas’s thought, the
affinity lies in both the first and second case. Many of the categories
appearing in Habermas’s philosophy are present also in pragmatist
thought; he himself is well familiar with pragmatism and has taken
into consideration its output with respect to reflecting on the theory
of democracy or, by and large, sociopolitical thought, though not
only on those topics.* This output is of much importance for
Habermas’s theory of communicative action, which—as he himself
has suggested—rests upon pragmatist presuppositions. It is the
output of both American and Kantian pragmatism.!> Habermas has
interpreted American pragmatism as follows: “From the outset I
viewed American pragmatism as the third productive reply to Hegel
[ ..], as the radical-democratic branch of Young Hegelianism, so
to speak. Ever since, I have relied on this American version of the
philosophy of praxis when the problem arises of compensating for
the weaknesses of Marxism with respect to democratic theory.”1¢
What does Habermas uncover in American pragmatism that is of so
much significance? When asked about it, he has answered that it is
the antielitist, democratic, and egalitarian attitude that shapes and
permeates pragmatists’ projects. He has added that this attitude has
been more important for him than any particular essay on politics or
democracy. And this is not all. Habermas’s thought, just like American
pragmatism, can be characterized by antipositivism, antiessentialism,
fallibilism, pluralism, a critique of dualisms and industrial societies,
sensitivity to ambivalences, and approaching philosophy as a tool for
tackling human problems. They both can also be characterized by how
they treat the categories of development and progress, and maintain
hope that social change may occur. What is also common between
Habermas’s ideas and American pragmatism is some convergence
in the approach to the discursive structure of the public sphere as
something necessary for democracy to develop.l” And Habermas has
admitted to that convergence when he said that the pragmatic approach
to language helped him “to develop a theory of communicative action
and of rationality. It was the foundation for a critical theory of society
and paved the way for a discourse-theoretic conception of morality,
law, and democracy.” 8

In the light of the aforesaid convergences with American pragmatism,
though not only its American variant, referring to it or “resting” on it,
as Habermas himself has written, as well as in light of his articulating
American pragmatism as an “American variant” of pragmatist
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4 The Rorty-Habermas Debate

philosophy, it seems plausible to call his own variant of sociopolitical
thought “continental pragmatism.”

On Sources and Crucial Issues

There has been a great deal of controversy surrounding, and many
misunderstandings of, pragmatism. They are all due to, in one way or
another, superficial readings of pragmatists texts and thought, based
on reconstructing the considerations of other critics without verifying
the value of such statements at their sources. Such problems—creating
“interpretations of interpretations”—can be avoided by careful reading
of the texts of the authors as such. And it is this strategy that has
been adopted while writing this book. Thus, it shall include numerous
references to source texts in order to minimize the possibility of
understatement and overinterpretation. It is obvious, however, that
all of our actions are accompanied by a preliminary interpretation of
a situation, and the result of this interpretation does somehow depend
on one’s attitude. And this is what has happened in the case of the
actions accompanying the writing of this very work.

This volume is underpinned with an intention that is reflected in
both the selection of literature to be studied and the fact that only
some threads found in it are to be traced and analyzed. The purpose of
that is to prove the accuracy of the initial intuition that accompanied
the author of these words while studying pragmatist thought, namely
that the perspectives of Rorty and of Habermas are convergent. Such a
statement may seem surprising for those who tend to think of Rorty asa
“postmodernist,” and of Habermas as a “universalist.”® However, such a
classification would not be correct, for the postmodernism of the former
is not in fact such a radical departure from previous philosophical
considerations, nor is the universalism of the latter blindly attached to
them.20 All this becomes clear when, while analyzing their thought, we
take into consideration each word and expression. Such an approach is
not an exaggeration, for the aim at stake requires particular carefulness.
The aim is to prove that those who are often deemed opponents are
standing in the same place and speak to a large extent in one voice.

Rorty’s and Habermas’s philosophical output comprises many
significant works, among them those crucial for the realization of the
aforesaid tasks, that is, especially, Habermas’s Theory of Communicative
Action and Rorty’s Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. These texts will
be analyzed to a considerable extent in the following pages.

As far as the Theory of Communicative Action is concerned, Habermas
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touched upon many issues that appeared also in his previous texts.
Here, however, they are reexamined in accordance with the debates
in which Habermas himself has been involved.?! Numerous polemical
discussions led the philosopher to move from the categories of
cognition and interest, crucial for his previous way of thinking, toward
the categories of “society and communicative rationality.”?? He has
realized the feebleness of the epistemological/methodological program
of grounded critique. The move toward new categories culminated with
the Theory of Communicative Action, in which Habermas presented the
theory of action and of society. Its main subjects are communicative
rationality, the concept of a society—embracing the theory of action
and the theory of systems—and a critical theory of modernity that
tries to respond to the problems of present times: the problems of
postindustrial society. And these problems are just a few of all that
we face, for “occasions for discontent and protest arise wherever a
one-sided process of modernization, guided by criteria of economic and
administrative rationality, invades domains of life which are centred
on the task of cultural transmission, social integration, socialization
and education.”?? Therefore, Habermas has continued to believe that
social modernization should turn not only in the direction of capitalism
but also in a direction that would allow for institutions hindering
unrestrained expansion of economic and administrative systems to
emerge from the world of everyday life.?* He has defended the position
that it is necessary for different domains of life to be based upon
communicative rationality. Accordingly, he has presented a critical
theory of society and wished to point out that due to communicative
rationality, which is the basis for the processes of constituting an
ideal communicative community, we shall come closer to the idea
of conciliation and freedom. This theory is an attempt at proving
that the normative concept of rationality reconstructed here—that is,
communicative rationality—makes conspicuous what at the same time
guides the process of modernization understood as a process of societal
rationalization. This process is supposed to lead to the emergence of a
more just and freer community of human beings.

It should be noted here that the work that further articulated
Habermas’s social theory is the volume Between Facts and Norms,
published in 1992, which contains Habermas’s deliberations on the
development of the paradigm of law, the rule of law, the role of civil
society, and different concepts of the political public sphere. These
issues will not be presented in this book, and therefore I will pay only
limited attention to the role of law in the context of the progressive
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“juridization” and reification of various areas of the lifeworld about
which he writes in the Theory of Communication Action. The problems
which are discussed by Habermas in Between Facts and Norms were
not the subject of a wider debate between Rorty and Habermas, except
for the issue of the type of policy we should choose after deciding on
what grounds we should base our functioning in society, and on what
understanding of the concepts of truth, rationality, and objectivity.
They both advocate politics that Habermas has called a proceduralist
deliberative politics. I will present how Habermas has understood it
in the volume Between Facts and Norms, when it will be important to
answer the question as to what kind of policy both philosophers chose.
At the same time, it should be noted that Habermas tried to build on
his arguments contained in the Theory of Communicative Action in later
works, especially when it comes to the universality of valid claims or
communicative rationality transcending here and now. But whether
these arguments “withstand the test of strength” in direct comparison
with Rorty’s arguments can be observed on the pages of Habermas'’s
Truth and Justification from 1998, and when analyzing the exchange of
views of both philosophers contained in the work Rorty and His Critics
from 2000. I will also refer to these two key sources when the views of
Rorty and Habermas are juxtaposed later in this work.

In the case of Rorty’s thought, however, the texts essential for
this work, and for the realization of the task outlined in it, include
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity and Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth.
When writing these books Rorty wished to initiate a transformation
in our way of thinking and attitude, which is to be based on replacing
the need for objectivity with the need for solidarity by incorporating
detailed epistemological and semantic analyses at several points. In
his opinion, what is necessary is a change in the rhetoric that our
community uses, a change in its own image of itself, in its thinking,
and a renunciation of elaborate edifices based on one or another
understanding of truth. Moreover, in the mentioned works Rorty
gave the most attention to the categories crucial for his sociopolitical
perspective: contingency, irony, solidarity, and freedom. One of his
objectives was, as he himself argued, to point to the possibility of
presenting a liberal utopia in which “human solidarity would be
seen not as a fact to be recognized by clearing away ‘prejudice’ or
burrowing down to previously hidden depths but, rather, as a goal to
be achieved.”?> This goal could be achieved not through investigation
but by means of imagination, the imaginative ability to acknowledge
our contemporaries as suffering fellow beings. This solidarity
would be constituted not by discovering some sort of truth about
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our own selves but by making us sensitive to particular instances of
suffering and humiliation. This process would consist in the gradual
recognition of other human beings as not “other” but “one of us.”

This stance held by Rorty and Habermas is rooted in the tradition
of pragmatic thought, especially that of John Dewey, which Rorty
explicitly pointed to, inter alia, in Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth
as well Habermas in Between Facts and Norms. Rorty drew on Dewey
extensively in a number of his texts, writing, for instance, that he wished
to consider his thought a continuation of Dewey’s stance. Though their
perspectives differ in some respects, the differences are small, especially
as far as the issues dwelled upon in this work are concerned.?¢ For
our purposes, it is important to note that what in Rorty’s opinion is
valuable in Dewey’s perspective, and what he himself tried to extract
from Dewey’s philosophy and to retain in his own considerations, is an
account of gradual change in humans’ self-image “which has taken place
in recorded history—the change from a sense of their dependence upon
something antecedently present to a sense of the utopian possibilities
of the future, the growth of their ability to mitigate their finitude by
a talent for self-creation.””” He also appreciated Dewey’s attempts to
overthrow the doctrines of representationalism; and he agreed with
Dewey that they impede winning the sense of one’s own independence.
Rorty wanted to continue this project and to prove it is due to this greater
independence that we shall be able to build a liberal society that shall
realize to a greater extent, among other things, the idea of freedom.?8

It should be added that the reception of the thought of both
philosophers is also a focus of this work, but only insofar as it concerns
their reading of each other and the issues in question. This research
strategy has been accompanied to a great extent by the thought
of Theodor W. Adorno; that is, to paraphrase, when coping with
philosophies or particular thinkers, one needs to refer to their own
texts.2? The phrase “to a great extent” does not appear in the above
sentence without a reason, for, as it should be mentioned, works of
such authors as John McCumber, Matthew Festenstein, and Richard
J. Bernstein were of much help in the initial stage of investigating the
philosophical output of Rorty and Habermas.3? It was, inter alia, while
studying them that I first had the intuition of the similarities between
their views. The work itself, however, in its reconstruction and critical
parts rests on direct reading and analysis of Rorty’s and Habermas's
texts, so as to point, at the very source, to the compatibility of the
central elements of their philosophical perspectives, to indicate on
what basis we should rest democracies, and, additionally, to present
that on the basis of their thought there is a possibility to develop an
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understanding of freedom as responsibility in the future. Paving the
way toward such a possible understanding of freedom is yet another
aim of this work.

Step by Step

In writing this book I have been accompanied by some intuitions,
among these that the perspectives of Rorty and of Habermas are
convergent and that we need an original reading of the dialogue
between Rorty and Habermas to show the convergence of the positions
of both thinkers. In other words, I will focus in this book on the
dialogue between Richard Rorty and Jirgen Habermas, which has
been going on intensively since the 1990s until the death of Richard
Rorty in 2007. This exchange concerned fundamental philosophical
issues: the nature of reality, the status of truth, the understanding of
modernity, and the universality of philosophical concepts, as well as
the implications of these for the issues of freedom, democracy, and
the present and future of liberal societies. Adversaries have often
emphasized the mutual sympathy of the two philosophers, personal
and philosophical, as well as the fact that they do not differ much
in practical terms, in particular regarding the social and political
consequences of their positions. Their discussion took the form of
a dialogue between the great philosophical traditions of European
continental philosophy represented by Habermas, with particular
emphasis on critical theory, and the tradition of American pragmatism
represented by Rorty.

The fact that quite a bit of time has passed since the dispute was
conducted between the two does not mean that the issues raised at the
time have lost their relevance. Issues such as truth, reason, freedom,
and the role of philosophy are timeless. Addressing these issues in
this book is thus a value in itself, but there is another aim as well: to
show that not only are the conclusions of the positions of Rorty and
Habermas convergent but also their positions themselves, much more
than both thinkers were sometimes ready to admit. I will, therefore, go
against the tide of schematisms seeking to show connections between
Rorty’s pragmatism and Habermas’s philosophy. I will, however, not
limit myself to the task just mentioned; I will also try to indicate
which elements of Rorty’s and Habermas’s positions may prove to be
crucial for developing the concept of society that is modern, liberal,
and based on diversity and tolerance. Therefore, I am interested in
the relationship between Habermas’s and Rorty’s philosophy from the
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practical perspective too—the social and political perspective—and
in the practical implications of Rorty’s and Habermas’s positions. To
implement such a research concept I will draw basic problem areas and
concepts from the philosophy of John Dewey.3!

To show both the extent to which Rorty and Habermas are
convergent with respect to philosophical perspectives and their
sociopolitical views, and to show that there is a possibility of developing
on their basis a new understanding of freedom as responsibility (chapter
3), first, the following pages shall be devoted to reconstructing the
central threads of Rorty’s and of Habermas’s thought (chapters 1 and
2). These threads have been selected in such a way as to present the
basis of their thinking as accurately as possible, as well as to point to
the elements that are important when explaining their particular choice
of appropriate political form.??

To speak in more detail, in the first chapter of the monograph
I reconstruct Rorty’s views and explain among other things the
proper sense of the category of ethnocentrism used by the American
pragmatist and indicate that, despite Rorty’s declared belief in the
compatibility of the idea of respect for private spheres with any political
model, ultimately only liberal democracy turns out to be the right
framework for pluralism of the private spheres. I also devote a lot of
space to Rorty’s key category of contingency, as well as to his specific
understanding of the concept of rationality, which in his understanding
is equated with tolerance, understood as patience and understanding
for views that differ from his own. In this chapter I also confront
the objection of relativism frequently raised against Rorty’s concept
and indicate that Rorty himself rejected this position. It can be said
that relativism as a position can be formulated only from a universal
perspective, which Rorty consistently questioned. As Rorty put it, if
you have no epistemological concept, you also do not have a relativistic
epistemological concept. Rorty follows a similar path, rejecting the
accusation of irrationalism in his own position. I also consider other
key concepts from Rorty’s thought, namely the concept of solidarity
being a result of specific historical, social, and institutional processes,
as well as the concept of communication, understood as the replacement
of coercion by persuasion. I regard his antirepresentationalism as the
key to understanding Rorty’s position correctly.

In the first chapter I will also present and refer to other accusations
that were formulated regarding Rorty’s position. The pragmatist
himself referred to most of these accusations, such as the question
of whether irony can lead to the erosion of a liberal society, that is,
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whether it can be limited to the private sphere only so that it does
not threaten the values of the public sphere, such as tolerance, free
communication, and solidarity. In addition to the accusations accepted
by Rorty, I will also present my own criticisms. In particular, I will
point to the possible inconsistency of Rorty, who seems on the one hand
to insist on the division into the public and private sphere, postulating
the limitation of all philosophical narratives to the latter; on the other
hand, however, he treats the innovative dictionary of “liberal ironists”
as the target language of the public sphere of a utopian liberal society.

In the second chapter of this volume, I will present the key categories
of Habermas’s philosophy, primarily on the basis of the Theory of
Communication Action published in 1981, but also other works, among
those Truth and Justification. Analysis of this work allows the reader
to learn about Habermas’s main arguments regarding the foundations
on which we should base our thinking about freedom, communication,
politics, and democracy. I will present the categories of the lifeworld,
of communication rationality, communication action, and the role the
validity claims play in it. In other words, I will start with a different
approach than other researchers and I will focus primarily on the
philosophical bases of Habermas’s vision of democracy and politics.33 Is
there any truth as a point of reference? Can we refer to some universal
values? What is the role of rationality? I will thus not focus on the
question of whether Habermas’s concept of democracy is possible.34
The basis of his concept of democracy—which he called radical
democracy—is his discourse theory, and that theory will be a main
concern in this book when Habermas’s thought will be considered.

It is important to say that Habermas has wanted his concept
of radical democracy, read in terms of discourse theory, to have a
practical significance, and that is why in Between Facts and Norms he
also analyzed the role and development of the political public sphere
and indicated the role of civil society, but not only as normative
demand. That is why he said that the concepts of the political public
sphere and civil society “are not mere normative postulates but
have empirical relevance. However, additional assumptions must be
introduced if we are to use these concepts to translate the discourse-
theoretic reading of radical democracy into sociological terms and
reformulate it in an empirically falsifiable manner.”> He tried to do
so by analyzing the role of law and the rule of law. I will not focus
here on this matter, firstly because I want to present what are the
necessary philosophical bases for democracy to occur in Habermas’s
view, and later to analyze whether they are justified in light of the
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debate with Rorty, who also presented in his works the necessary
philosophical basis for his vision of democratic politics. Secondly, I
will not focus on them because, as I have said above, they were not
part of the Rorty-Habermas debate.

The first two chapters are an elaborate, but necessary, introduction
to chapter 3, which is devoted not only to the confrontation of the
previously reconstructed positions of Rorty and Habermas, although
this will also take place, but also to demonstrate that they are not as far
apart as it sometimes seemed to the thinkers themselves or to readers
of their work. This chapter will be a reconstruction of the real debate
between the two philosophers. Recapitulating this debate, I will draw
attention to the numerous distortions that appeared in the mutual
interpretations of the positions of both adversaries. In particular,
I will be critical toward some elements of Rorty’s interpretation of
Habermas’s thoughts. I will also reveal assumptions of their own
positions that the philosophers sometimes have not noticed, such as
the presence of a moment of idealization in Rorty’s philosophy, contrary
to his declarations. I will also devote my attention to considerations
regarding the status of valid claims, in particular the issue of whether
by raising such claims in our communicative actions, we actually refer
to the universal auditorium. When referring to these matters I will
point out the crucial difference between Habermas and Rorty, but I will
also focus on the fundamental agreement between the two philosophers
regarding the role that communication plays in building solidarity in
modern, liberal societies and what formal conditions must be met for
that communication to occur. Both Rorty and Habermas have agreed
that communication is crucial and that certain formal foundations
are necessary for it to occur. Due to these foundations, appropriate
social interaction as well as creating new worlds and new languages
are possible. Both philosophers list among these formal conditions the
equality of the parties and freedom of speech. In their opinion, these
conditions are necessary for undistorted communication to occur. In
the light of their crucial role, Habermas has developed his idea of
communicative rationality. Rorty, when assuming an attitude toward it,
wrote that—as it appeared to him—there is a great deal of convergence
between Habermas’s idea of replacing subject-centered reason with
communicative reason and what he called the Protagorean/Emersonian
tradition.3¢ This tradition refers to the thesis—as he wrote—"that
human beings are on their own—that their own imagination will
have to do what they hoped the gods, or a scientific knowledge of the

intrinsic nature of reality, might do.””
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Both Rorty and Habermas make use of their imagination and take
things into their own hands. They present their sociopolitical utopias
with the conviction that these may spread. In their own unique way,
they develop perspectives thanks to which it is possible to designate
the way “toward the future.” Their approach combines many common
elements: fundamental moral beliefs, a vision of a decentralized world,
fostering pluralism of world views, seeking a compromise understood as
“unforced consent,” opposition to all forms of violence in social life, and
the role of education in preparing individuals to participate in discourses
oriented toward achieving compromise, as well as the role of hope and
the vision of liberal utopia. They are also to a considerable extent
compatible, as, for example, in the case of their common recognition
of the primacy of the category of freedom over the category of truth.
The categories of freedom and of communication—crucial elements for
the thought of both philosophers—shall be discussed in more detail in
the following pages.

It is important to highlight here that these crucial categories and
values, which in the case of Rorty and Habermas become the basis for
advocating liberal democracy, are to be found also in the thought of
Dewey, one of the leading representatives of American pragmatism, who
in his works devoted a great deal of time to reflecting on the relationship
between philosophy and democracy. It is hardly surprising, since Dewey,
as a representative of the previous generation of pragmatists, worked on
presenting the benefits of liberal democracy and on developing both the
philosophical and pragmatist basis for a “Great Community” or “radical
democracy” built upon values such as equality and freedom, long before
Rorty and Habermas. Before moving to reconstructing and critically
discussing Rorty’s and Habermas’s thought later, it is, then, worth
describing, as a means of making an introduction, the central threads of
Dewey’s philosophy. In the introductory description of Dewey’s views,
I will oppose the stereotypical approach to pragmatism. I will refer to
Dewey’s multiple forms of rooting the individual into social structures,
and by that reject a simplified vision of pragmatism as a doctrine based
on the atomist version of individualism. I will also discuss Dewey’s idea
of radical democracy, understood as abandoning society’s orientation
toward objective truth and replacing it with the idea of dialogue and
education aiming at developing individual potentials. Thus presented,
Dewey’s thought shall constitute a background for reconstructing the
life-forms that are characterized by attributing an important role to
individual freedom and communication devoid of violence, as presented
by Rorty and by Habermas. In other words, Dewey'’s perspective will
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constitute a peculiar anchor in this book. I will begin my considerations
by presenting it, but I will also come back to it in the part that is a
recapitulation of the most important findings of this work. Thanks
to presenting Dewey’s thought at the beginning of this volume, it
shall become possible to observe later on the numerous similarities
between Dewey’s, Rorty’s, and Habermas’s perspectives. Some of these
similarities shall be pointed out in the concluding section of this volume,
in the context of the already analyzed thought of the two leading
thinkers of American and continental pragmatism. This, however,
shall be achieved only to such an extent as to see that it is possible to
talk not only of convergence between Rorty’s and Habermas’s thought
but also of convergence within pragmatist sociopolitical thought when
reading Dewey’s as a kind of “common root” of Habermas’s and Rorty’s
positions.3® Pointing to these similarities shall be the first step toward
summarizing the issues most crucial for this work, which shall be

highlighted toward the end of this volume.
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OPENING

First Comes Dewey

Introduction

n some respects, much of what we encounter in the thought of

modern pragmatists such as Richard Rorty or Jiirgen Habermas is
to be found as early as in John Dewey’s philosophy and his numerous
works on the crisis of liberal values.! It is in these works that we read
of the necessity to articulate a perspective that would allow us to retain
these values alongside ongoing economic and industrial development.
It is in them that Dewey has indicated that values such as equality,
freedom, and individual self-realization are the values that should be
supported not only for the sake of individuals but also for the sake
of the community in which they live. The best political form that can
ensure all of this—in Dewey’s opinion—is liberal democracy. In this
kind of democracy, though, individuals do not realize their life plans
regardless of social costs. The scope of individual freedom should be
defined. When acting, we need to consider the consequences—for us,
as well as for others. In other words, it is of utmost significance to act
in a responsible way.

In order to briefly present Dewey’s perspective, it is necessary to
refer to three texts. These are The Public and Its Problems, Liberalism
and Social Action, and Individualism, Old and New. In the first of these,
Dewey defended the idea of participatory democracy; in the second,
he presented a new liberalism whose values need to be negotiated
in resistance to current economic and political conditions in order
for it to remain valid; in the third, he discussed the development
of individualism and indicated the necessity for developing its new
form, corresponding to the new conditions of culture. The three
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aforementioned texts are to be the major source in relation to which
Dewey'’s perspective is to be presented, though references to many
other texts shall appear as well. Taking all of them into consideration,
Dewey can be said to have concentrated upon classical liberalism
together with its values, which lost much of its importance in light
of social, technological, and economic transformations.? He analyzed
the present-day crisis of individuality, communal relations, and the
workings of the democratic structure of countries, and tried to propose
a solution to this impasse.

From Crisis to New Liberalism

Dewey witnessed the crisis of both liberal values and democratic
institutions. The crisis came into existence alongside the emergence of
new forces of production that were not accompanied by the development
of an appropriate conception of intellectuality and individuality.
Liberals did not notice that the understanding of the value of freedom,
individuality, and intellectuality is historically determined, which,
eventually, led to social and political crises.?> Reformulations in the
realm of beliefs, needs, goals, and political and legal relations remained
far behind the ongoing transformations within the external (economic)
conditions of society. They were hindered by the permanence of the
idea of early individualism, in accordance with which what is valuable is
in concordance with activities oriented toward profit.* These ideas, as
well as the legal institutions built upon them in the period of industrial
and scientific revolution, caused only a few to be able to use the existing
resources.’

Dewey deemed it necessary to improve the position of individuals.
Such an opportunity, for him, consisted in the elimination of the
old economic and political individualism, as well as in institutional
changes. In his opinion, the sociopolitical and legal sphere should
not be entirely dependent on the economy. Accordingly, he claimed
that it is crucial to create a new vision of liberalism within which
production and exchange would not determine the entirety of human
interactions.® It would be based upon democratic social relations
enabling individual development of its members and an emergence of
their new consciousness.” Realizing such a new vision of liberalism
should, in Dewey’s opinion, begin with examining the interactions in
which individuals are engaged,® with conscious perception of social
reality,” and with determining common goals and the possibilities for
achieving them.10
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Individual and Community

Individuals, in Dewey’s opinion, are a composition of habits, beliefs,
and values that are social products and social facts.! Their existence
is, from the outset, dependent on a give-and-take relations that connect
them with others and with their surroundings, and within which
the surroundings and the individuals affect each other.!? The basic
surrounding for an individual is a community. This community,
according to Dewey, exists as Iong as there is a common, uniting
action whose consequences are considered beneficial by all the persons
partaking in it, and when there is an effort to preserve its effects.13
A community and its individual members are bound by such a strong
interdependence that it is impossible to draw a clear boundary between
them, and, accordingly, neither of them should be treated as more
important than the other.*

Dewey did realize that it is difficult to talk about an individual
using terms different than those developed in previous conceptions.
Dewey used these terms but tried to point out that the traditional
sharp distinction between individuals and the community is not
compatible with a more complex reality, composed of a number of
relations, where it is difficult to distinguish between its parts. Dewey
wrote that as long as the old constructs and habits function, the
idea of harmony between individual thoughts and desires and social
reality will be perceived as “conformance.” If, however, we were able
to reject the old way of thinking, we would have a chance to recognize
the forces and networks of relations that affect us, and of which we
are a part.!®

Which Political Form?

According to Dewey, in our everyday existence composed of networks
of dependencies and relations affecting our beliefs and decisions,
what we are faced with is ethical and ideological pluralism.!® Once
we acknowledge it, we should resign from searching for stable and
unchanging truths. In the Quest for Certainty, Dewey wrote that we
should cease striving for certainty in our attempt to grasp the absolute
basis of reality.l” It is not the stable elements that should determine
our world and our actions. We do not need unchanging truths and
absolute categories to be the basis for our actions. Our actions can be
undertaken not on the grounds of referring to something stable, but to
something we consider necessary at a given moment. And this can be
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determined by analyzing our needs on the basis of everyday practice,
thanks to critical reflection and intelligence.®

In light of the above, exercising our critical reflection and intelligence,
we could ask which political form is best. Dewey answered this question
in the Public and Its Problems, where he wrote that it is impossible
to say which form of social and political system is best, at least until
history reaches its end. Even the least accidental of these forms are not
a manifestation of an absolute and unquestionable good but a product
of certain conditions and habits existing in a given period. Dewey
believed that while searching for an appropriate form it is necessary to
turn toward practice. For without a practical reference, our propositions
shall be but abstract and theoretical.’® Practice is what, to a great
extent, determines the number of sensible, specific solutions to the
problems we are faced with, as well as what determines the choice of a
political form that is most appropriate in given conditions.

Dewey made such a choice on the basis of practical observations.
Since he considered it crucial to create conditions for each and
every individual to participate in the process of shaping the values
and institutions regulating social relations, it is democracy that he
deemed the most appropriate political form. The right criterion for
assessing social and political institutions is the extent to which they
facilitate the development of individual talents as well as individual
and community welfare. In other words, choosing democracy as the
best political form is currently based, in Dewey’s thought, on the
idea of human development and the belief that individuals’ interest
should respect the welfare and integrity of the group.?? It is democracy
based on dialogue, communication, and participation that creates the
conditions for individual development and for pursuing individual and
common welfare. As Dewey put it, democracy should become a way
of life in which individuals will act in the social and political sphere
and in which they will have influence over the decisions that concern
them. They would cooperate with each other even if the needs, goals,
or consequences of the actions were different for each one of them, for
cooperation itself would be considered a valuable element of life just as
competition is considered a valuable element of sports.?!

Radical Democracy

Democracy, as understood by Dewey, is a radical goal whose
accomplishment is based on individuals’ cooperation and intelligence.??
In Democracy Is Radical, Dewey wrote that in his vision of democracy
there is nothing more radical than insisting on using democratic
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methods as the means for arriving at social change.?> And not one
word says that we should approach social change through the use of
violence. Dewey deemed it mistaken to believe that in such a situation,
violence is unavoidable.?* In his opinion, it cannot result in a better
society and community, for violence gives rise to violence.?”> Thus, the
ultimate goal, that is freedom for all, must be accomplished by means
that do not contradict it.26

In A Liberal Speaks Out for Liberalism, Dewey wrote that freedom is
not something that can be granted to humans by an external authority,
by the proletariat, or by a fascist order. Freedom can emerge only when
individuals partake in obtaining it. It is this commitment, and not some
political mechanism, that is the basis for liberal democracy.?” The
emergence of freedom is a necessary condition for the full development
of individuals and for their being able to act toward accomplishing
common and individual welfare and happiness.?® In Dewey’s opinion,
everything that contributes to the growth and self-realization of
individuals must contribute to the growth of community, for the
way it grows affects the way in which individuals grow themselves.?®
He believed thus, for he was aware of the fact that our actions have
certain consequences not only for ourselves but also for others. Once
we acknowledge the existence of these consequences, we become aware
of the dependencies that reveal that we are bound with others, and
in this way, the public sphere begins to emerge.3? Thus, in Dewey’s
opinion, the interests of individuals and the community are equivalent
and interdependent. Our private goals cannot be fully accomplished
if they are not a part of common goals as well. What is good for me
should be as good for others as possible.3!

Dialogue and Education

Dewey believed that democracy emerges when unrestrained social
actions are inextricably linked with vivid communication3? or free
exchange of ideas.?3 It should be conducted in the spirit of tolerance
and equality,3* and we should treat those that we disagree with as those
that we can learn from. According to Dewey, such communication
allows us to solve controversies and conflicts. Dewey finds a model for
managing such conflicts via communication in academic community,
connected with self-improvement, growth, progress, pluralism, and
dialogue, which makes it truly democratic.?® Following this as a
model while forming a liberal community would allow us to pursue
an effective social and political reconstruction. It would allow us to
free ourselves from the burden of dogmas, stereotypes, and habits
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formed in the past.3¢ It would give us an opportunity to directly
reconcile our ideas with life practice and social and political conditions,
and to do so by means of the scientific method.3” As Dewey wrote,
“Application [of a scientific method] in life would signify that science
was absorber and distributed; that it was the instrumentality of that
common understanding and through communication which is the
precondition of the existence of a genuine and effective public.”8
According to Dewey, the controversies and conflicts mentioned
above should be solved by society, for it is society that knows best when
they emerge.?® For him, lack of proper education among citizens is
not a reason for the society to be denied the right to decide about the
direction in which state politics should be pursued, but an argument
in favor of creating a proper educational system. Such an education,
according to Dewey, should direct our attention to the relativity and
the changeability of our perspectives and attitudes, as well as point to
the networks of dependencies that constitute them,*0 to the countless
relations binding us with others.*! It enables the emergence of new
needs, new intellectual habits, and new moral models and abilities to
design future goals.*? The aim of education is, according to Dewey, to
develop both critical thinking, which should permeate all spheres of
human life, and individuals’ abilities as far as sensitivity is concerned.
It should prepare for life in a community, and it should unveil the
relations binding us with others, as well as make us aware of what the
common good is. Consequently, there should emerge a community in
which groups that are ethnically, culturally, or religiously different
would not function as equal only due to the implementation of law,
but due to the commonly shared respect for cultural difference and
otherness of its members. This community would be pluralistic, a place
where everybody benefits from unrestrained contact with others.*?

Toward Great Community

As has been said before, education as Dewey understood it is a life
process that never ends and that is connected with individuals’ growth
and self-realization.** It enables recognizing new needs and pursuing
active debate.*® It also enables the emergence of communication and
cooperation,*® without which the public cannot be constituted, and
the Great Community cannot come into existence. Creating the Great
Community, in Dewey’s opinion, will be possible due to proper, critically
oriented education, and respecting the rights of other human beings to
equality, freedom, and the conditions for the free exchange of ideas.*
The philosopher thought that achieving the fullness of human existence
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and creating an ideal community in the give-and-take relation is
possible only through participating in the community, communication,
cooperative effort, and in the sharing of beliefs and desires.

Such a project is by no means easy. However, according to Dewey,
the obstacles that emerge can be overcome.*8 Thus, he has presented
a twofold vision of social reconstruction, occurring within both social
and individual consciousness as well as within the institutional sphere.
On the one hand, by embracing the transformation of social and
political consciousness through the emergence of a new individualism,
communication, and reflexive and experimental intelligence, it is
possible to approach ongoing problems and to present sensible prospects
for their solution. On the other hand, Dewey has pointed to the
necessity of proper social and political education, common actions
toward governing a democratic state of which we are a part.

Utopian Project

Dewey’s project, pointing to the necessity for changes in the social,
political, economic, educational, and moral spheres, has faced
considerable critique, often resulting from misinterpretations. Many
deemed it utopian, for it was claimed to put too much emphasis on
the role of intelligence and on the active participation of individuals in
dialogue and cooperation, in creating individual and common welfare.*
According to Dewey, however, such a perspective was quite realistic. He
believed that it is necessary to invest all of our energies into affirming
the value of our legacy.”® He repeated that it is we who are responsible
for strengthening and disseminating liberal values. In The Need for a
Recovery of Philosophy, he wrote that it is crucial to clearly articulate
our belief about the possibility of creating a democratic society based
on liberal values, such as freedom, individualism, and intelligence.>!

Alongside changes in the character of present challenges, democracy
(which is only an instrument with which we tackle certain problems),
liberalism, and our society should be reformulated. In light of these
changes, Dewey himself pursued such a reformulation, acting against
the traditional dualisms and pointing to the relativity, diversity, and
processualism characteristic of our cognition as well as social and
political interactions. In his reformulated vision of a liberal society,
both the individuals and the community are values. In Dewey’s opinion,
both of them are a constant of everyday interactions, and it is through
understanding their interrelations that it is possible, due to intelligence
and critical reflection, to create a democratic society based upon mutual
respect, equality, and dialogue.>?
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Followers

Dewey’s vision of a liberal democracy was long suppressed by other
visions until Rorty and Habermas, among others, returned to it in their
sociopolitical thought.>® Their role in popularizing Dewey’s philosophy
and pragmatist thought anew has been substantial.>* It is thanks to
them that Dewey’s thought has been seriously reconsidered alongside
the idea that we are “to be on our guard against using intellectual
tools which were useful in a certain socio-cultural environment after
the environment has changed, to be aware that we may have to invent
new tools to cope with new situations.”” What is the most important,
then, is for us not to be trapped in a “shell of conventions,” and for
our language, thoughts, and actions to be compatible with the reality
in which we live, so as to successfully tackle the problems that occur
within it. It is not the only important lesson we learn from Dewey,
though. Rorty claimed that what is worth preserving from Dewey’s
works is “his sense of the gradual change in human beings’ self-image
which has taken place in recorded history—the change from a sense
of their dependence upon something antecedently present to a sense
of the utopian possibilities of the future, the growth of their ability to
mitigate their finitude by a talent for self-creation.”® This thought is
“preserved,” inter alia, thanks to Rorty and Habermas, who support
the idea of freeing human beings from what is to be prior to their own
selves, and who point in particular to the corresponding emergence of
utopian possibilities and better chances for individual self-realization.>”
They themselves exercise this freedom and create utopian projects of
a liberal society and of an ideal communicative community, which
should be and are touched upon later in this volume. These utopias
do not depend on some absolute truths, as was the case with the
totalitarian regimes of Hitler or Stalin, who “justified the imposition
of total control by the State by the openly proclaimed objective of
reconstructing society from top to bottom, in keeping with a dogmatic
but otherwise vague notion of a new utopian order.”® Both Rorty
and Habermas argue for the necessity of establishing specific formal
conditions by which each and every individual will be able to pursue
their personal happiness and welfare.
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ON RORTY’S
SOCIOPOLITICAL THOUGHT

Introduction

Rorty and Dewey

n a number of texts, Richard Rorty explicitly stressed that it was

John Dewey who had a sway over his thought.! Dewey is the philos-
opher Rorty admired the most and he considered himself to be a
disciple.? He wanted to see “the charges of ‘relativism’ and ‘irratio-
nalism’ once leveled against Dewey as merely the mindless defensive
reflexes of the philosophical tradition which he attacked.” Being to a
great extent in philosophical debt to Dewey, Rorty presented his views,
which were, however, deemed as equally controversial as those formu-
lated by Dewey. Consequently, just as Dewey did, Rorty encountered
many critical responses to his work.* Some point to the ambiguities
and contradictions appearing within his thought.> Several are actu-
ally worth mentioning here at the very beginning. In the case of these
charges, it is also worth attending to the way in which Rorty himself
takes a stance in response to them, so as to, by making further inter-
pretive steps, resolve the doubts of his critics. At the same time, what
is to be presented are the central categories and problems of Rorty’s
thought, which shall be discussed in more detail in the following
sections.

Philosopby and the Mirror of Nature

In his now famous Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty took a
stand against the previous outputs of philosophy, especially of analytic

23
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philosophy. At the very beginning of the work, he claimed that the
vision of mind as a great mirror, containing various accurate and
inaccurate representations, a mirror that can be examined with pure
nonempirical methods, has been very appealing to the philosophical
tradition. He stressed that but for this vision of mind, the concept of
knowledge as accuracy of representation would not be so convincing,
and “the strategy common to Descartes and Kant—getting more
accurate representations by inspecting, repairing, and polishing the
mirror, so to speak—would not have made sense.” Rorty took a stand
against this tradition, not wanting to be held captive by this very vision.
He argued against the concept of knowledge as representation. He also
objected to traditional dualisms, including that of the knowing subject
and the object of knowledge. For him, knowledge does not consist in
uncovering what is out there in the world. Further, he tried to dissolve
the previously made distinctions, on the basis of which it was possible
to talk of the objective and the subjective, of facts and values, or of
true or false statements describing the world. The fact that we label
some convictions as true, for Rorty, has nothing to do with the way
the world is, for he believed that the fact that some people share power,
and others are deprived of it, has consequences for which statements
are candidates for truth, which are treated as serious candidates for
discussion.” Thus, he rejected the traditional belief that is based on
the conviction that there is some higher instance called “Truth” that
can set us free.?

What is more, Rorty thought that we could create such a model of
“I” that would be satisfactory, and that could be adjusted to fit our own
needs. It is possible to presume, then, that, according to Rorty, there
is no “objective truth” about what the human “I” is actually like. It is
worth noticing, however, that such a stance could be justified only on
the grounds of the traditional metaphysical/epistemological belief in
the “really real,” from which Rorty tried to break free.® In short, it is
ambiguous as to what exactly Rorty himself contributed, for he often
wrote in a way that suggested that he knew what things are really like.
Still, he did become aware in his later work that he should not have
spoken the way he sometimes did, “of ‘pseudo-problems’, but rather of
problematics and vocabularies that might have proven to be of value, but
in fact did not.” As he wrote, “I should not have spoken of “unreal” or
“confused” philosophical distinctions, but rather of distinctions whose
employment has proved to lead nowhere, proved to be more trouble
than they were worth."0

Rorty believed that the previous meditations over the essence of
things or something of an intrinsic nature, which should be uncovered
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brought more trouble than they were worth.!! What caused these
problems were the suppositions forming the foundations for our
vocabulary, whose origins have been forgotten, and which began to
be treated as something to be yet uncovered. Rorty sets aside such
considerations. He advocated for changing the problematics of our
philosophical discussions from methodological and ontological to
ethical and political.1? As far as this project is concerned, he claimed
that we have never managed to go beyond nomos toward phusis, beyond
rhetoric toward logic, beyond the nominality toward the reality, beyond
politics toward something less local and less contingent.!> We have
not gone beyond it, for, in Rorty’s opinion, all the previous problems
are historically contingent and are not, as a number of metaphysicians
claim, a product of our inability to find an appropriate “theoretical
glue,” which, once being discovered, could be commonly accepted
by our society.'* In other words, there is nothing to go beyond. The
sooner we become aware of it, the closer we will get to the emergence
of a culture of irony: a culture in which beliefs will be based on the
acquired experience of past generations, and no one, neither princes
nor philosophers, will be able to challenge the authority of the thus
obtained experience.!® The experience or the language that we use do
not reflect, in Rorty’s opinion, the way the world really is. He agrees
with Ludwig Wittgenstein, John Dewey, and Martin Heidegger that
“investigations of the foundations of knowledge or morality or language
or society may be simply apologetics, attempts to eternalize a certain
contemporary language-game, social practice, or self-image.”16

Rorty wished to break with the previous tradition holding that it is
visions rather than opinions, metaphors rather than statements about
facts, that form the foundations for our philosophical beliefs. What
he advocated for is a metaphor of self-creation, and not of discovery.
In Rorty’s opinion, we should accept the fact that this metaphor is the
only tool to gain control over the world. Thanks to it we will be able
to reject the belief that “truth, and not just power and pain, is to be
found ‘out there.”17

Contingency

Our liberal society has been constituted, Rorty claimed, due to the
emergence and dissemination of certain metaphors. It is not the
superior moral law but the sense of solidarity and loyalty that is the
point of support for such a society. Solidarity and loyalty are not
ahistorical facts; rather, they emerge in the course of history. They
are not discovered but produced. And thus, morality is exclusively
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characteristic of such a liberal society or community. For Rorty, it is
a historical narration and utopian speculation rather than a result of
a discovery of some general rules.

Rorty is an adherent of such a liberal society. Still, although he
believed that it is but a fortunate, accidental construct, he wished to
reformulate its language in order to improve it. But how did he want to
accomplish that task? Claiming that the society as well as its language
are only accidental constructs seems to deprive us of the ability to
influence its changes and to support its growth. A question arises: how
are we to extend “us,” and to diminish suffering? If a liberal society was
only a fortunate accident, the only thing that would be left for us to
do would be to wait for another coincidence that would make human
solidarity expand. Meanwhile, yet another, less fortunate accident
could occur and lead, for example, to popularizing anti-Semitism or
racism anew.

While looking for solutions to the problems mentioned above, it is
important to properly understand the intuition hidden behind Rorty’s
concept of contingency. When he described something as historically
contingent or accidental, what he meant is that it is not rooted in
any true, objective reality existing somewhere out there. Something
is contingent when it arises due to a number of events in a specific
historical, geographical, or political context. According to Rorty, we
have much influence over the course of these events; he said “people
can rationally change their beliefs and desires,” and that “one can give a
retrospective account of why one changed—how one invoked old beliefs
or desires in justification of the new ones—rather than having to say,
helplessly, ‘it just happened; somehow I got converted.”18

In other words, according to Rorty, we can say that we have influence
over the extension of the circle of those we call “we”; this, however, does
not change “the fact” that our tools are solely cultural, and that when
competing with other communities or cultures and their values, we have
no objective advantage over them. We do not possess any stable and
unchanging point of reference, nor any universal criteria. Accordingly,
Rorty, to a great extent, resigned himself from the notions of “radical
critique,” “delving down to the roots,” as well as from the idea of “the
critique of ideology.” By doing so, he exposed himself to considerable
criticism, for, as he himself observed, such a perspective “is criticized
for not having what philosophers were employed to do: explain why our
framework, or culture, or interests, or language, or whatever, is at last
on the right track—in touch with physical reality or the moral law, or
the real numbers, or some other sort of object patiently waiting about
to be copied.”??
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Ethnocentrism

Rorty believed that we cannot take a supracultural, universal stand,
for we are but products of our own culture. Therefore, he advocated
ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism, however, is yet another category that
caused Rorty some trouble. He admitted that his ambiguous use of
the term “ethnocentrism” provoked antagonistic responses from and
distrustful attitudes in some of his critics. He wrote, This ambiguity
has made me appear to be attempting a transcendental deduction
of democratic politics from antirepresentationalism premises. I
should have distinguished more clearly between ethnocentrism
as an inescapable condition—roughly synonymous with ‘human
finitude'—and as a reference to a particular ethnos. In the latter usage,
‘ethnocentrism’ means loyalty to the sociopolitical culture of what the
Marxists used to call ‘bourgeois democracies” and what Roberto Unger
calls, more neutrally,’ the rich North Atlantic democracies.””?® Rorty
considered ethnocentrism a bridge between antirepresentationalism
and political liberalism.?! Although metaphysics is said to be a voice of
the past,?? Rorty still found it useful to distinguish between what has
been obtained by persuasion, and what has been obtained by force. He
advocated the former, and he did not doubt the possibility of peaceful
social progress. He did not doubt the values of the community in
which he lived—the liberal society—claiming, moreover, that they are
the only points of support on which we can rely. These values include,
inter alia, equality of parties and freedom of speech. They are, at the
same time, a formal basis for allowing new metaphors to emerge in
the communicative sphere. Rorty believed that things are going to get
better if we allow new metaphors to come into existence. It will happen
once each and every one of us has the right to speak and be heard, and
when no one shall claim a status superior to that of an interlocutor in
a debate, as we are, as he claimed, all just human beings, all fallible,
all determined by history.?? It is the prospect of speaking and being
heard, and not some universal categories or laws, that Rorty thought
was the most appropriate foundation for liberal democracy.

Whichever Kind of Politics

In the light of the above, we may wonder at Rorty’s writing that a
plurality of different subjective perspectives is compatible with any
kind of politics, even of the liberal kind.?# In other words, according
to the philosopher, there is nothing that limits us to favoring this or
that kind of politics. In Rorty’s opinion, it is an act of choice—good as
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any other—for there are no stable and unchanging criteria for making
such a choice. It is important to realize, however, that in his case, this
choice is not as free as he would like it to be.2> The issue becomes clearer
once we look at how Rorty argued against Heidegger and attempted to
reformulate the public sphere in such a way so as to assimilate individual
private spheres within it. Rorty tried to escape the threat awaiting here
by finding new spaces for private endeavors and public interactions,
delineating the private and the public sphere. Any excessive individual
aspirations should remain within the former. The latter, as Rorty wrote,
should be the space for interactions based on “moral responsibility” and
supported by “moral vocabulary.” In other words, Rorty believed that
the private sphere should be clearly separated from the public one. By
suggesting such a step, however, he contributed to narrowing the scope
within which the aforesaid choice can be made, for there are but few
political models where, as Rorty wished, the existence of individual private
spheres, as a space for a plurality of different subjective perspectives, can
be recognized and respected, and where the necessity of searching for
consensus within the public sphere can be properly emphasized. The
choice that we will be able to make will become more specified, and
less free, than it may initially seem. In such a situation, we, alongside
Rorty, will not be satisfied with “whichever kind of politics.” If we wish
to maintain the plurality of different, subjective perspectives, there is
probably only one choice to be made, and that is liberal democracy.

This brief and only partial excursion into the previously mentioned
problems is probably quite enough for our purposes at present. To a
great extent, they are only signaled; yet it will be necessary to return to
these issues and, among other things, answer the crucial question as to
whether Rorty managed to break with the previous philosophical tradition,
according to his own wishes.

Breaking with the Tradition

Rorty is an adherent of the conviction that we should free our culture
from all the philosophical vocabulary amassed around the concepts of
reason, truth, and knowledge. This does not mean, however, that reason,
truth, and knowledge are inaccurate as such. According to Rorty, what is
inaccurate are the Platonic attempts at positioning them in the center of
our culture and connecting them to our understanding of what a human
being is. Freeing the culture from these would allow us to cease the
ongoing attempts at reaching the world as it is, and would help us resign
from the project of discovering the essence of things. But is it possible? Is
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it possible to resign from the previous philosophical vocabulary? Jiirgen
Habermas, considering such attempts in Coping with Contingencies, wrote,
“The practice of criticizing Platonist pseudo-objects moves within a
conceptual frame and employs conceptual means which cannot in turn be
deconstructed without depriving anti-Platonism of its own critical Sting.
The radical attempt to do away with any abstraction, idealization, or
concept of truth, knowledge, and reality that transcends the local hic et
nunc would run into performative self-contradictions. One cannot reduce
all universals to particulars, all kinds of transcendence to immanence, the
unconditional to the conditional, and so on, without presupposing these
same distinctions and tacitly making use of them.”?¢ In other words, in
Habermas's opinion, if we want to manage any general, universal concepts,
they need to be present in our vocabulary. Then the anti-Platonic critique
comes in two stages: “First, the deconstruction of hypostatizations is
intended to do justice to formerly repressed contingencies; the next and
more inconspicuous move toward a new scheme of interpretation is meant
to offer instruction in how to cope differently with this new kind of
contingency.”?” In addition, then, Habermas points out that the anti-
Platonic critique has a reconstructive dimension, and does not only aim at
the simple deconstruction of idealistic abstractions. Such activities, in his
opinion, are compatible with the shift from Platonism to anti-Platonism,
and back. The intention of Rorty, however, was to break free from such
a shift. Thus, a question, voiced inter alia by Habermas, arises as to
“whether Richard Rorty can do so without merely starting the next round
of the same game.”?8 The answer will not be possible after reconstructing
the central threads of Rorty’s philosophy in this chapter. It shall be fully
articulated, though, in the course of juxtaposing Rorty’s and Habermas’s
thought in chapter 3.

The reconstruction, as it has already been mentioned in the introduction,
shall be pursued with the intention of presenting the central elements of
Rorty’s sociopolitical thought. As we already know, he wished for the
emergence of a community that would replace the idea of objectivity with
the idea of unforced consensus. In such a community, having no stable
points of reference, we would be left alone, but, in turn, as Rorty claimed,
we would be free in remaking our own selves.?? This freedom, which, in
his opinion, cannot be reached automatically through learning the truth,
as his opponents tend to think, is of primary importance for his thought.3
It is a crucial element of his philosophical project, the lack of which he is
often accused of.3! In the following sections, it shall become apparent that
Rorty did possess a project of his own—a humanist project—and that it
contains valuable directions that are of practical importance.
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From Contingency to Irony

Rorty claimed that none of the descriptions of the world is an accurate
representation of what actually is. Since he was one of the philosophers
who saw science as but one of many fields of human activity, he disagreed
with those who contrasted the subjective sphere and metaphor with bare
scientific facts. In his opinion, science does not uncover the truth but
creates it. The truths are not discovered by philosophy, either. What we
encounter within science, philosophy, or everyday life is contingency. And
it is necessary for us to cope with it, to elaborate an appropriate attitude
in ourselves. These issues shall be discussed on the following pages.

On Contingency
TWO APPROACHES TO TRUTH

What is crucial for Rorty’s considerations is the category of truth. In
Consequences of Pragmatism, he wrote about two approaches to truth in
two traditions:

The first tradition thinks of truth as a vertical relationship between
representations and what is represented. The second tradition thinks
of truth horizontally—as the culminating reinterpretation of our prede-
cessors’ reinterpretation of their predecessors’ reinterpretation. . . . This
tradition does not ask how representations are related to nonrepresen-
tations, but how representations can be seen as hanging together. The
difference is not one between “correspondence” and “coherence” theo-
ries of truth—though these so-called theories are partial expression of
this contrast. Rather, it is the difference between regarding truth, good-
ness, and beauty as eternal objects which we try to locate and reveal, and
regarding them as artifacts whose fundamental design we often have to
alter. The first tradition takes scientific truth as the center of philo-
sophical concern [. . .]. The second tradition takes science as one [. . .]
sector of culture, a sector which, like all the other sectors, only makes
sense when viewed historically.32

Rorty disagreed with the first approach and in the belief that truth is
somewhere “out there.” In his opinion, it cannot be “out there,” for it
cannot exist detached from the human mind. What is “out there” is the
world, but not its descriptions, not statements about it as well. Only
the descriptions of the world may be true or false. The world itself, not
supported by any descriptive activity of human beings, is not in a position
to be asserted as a proposition.3?
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According to Rorty, truth occurs only where statements do. It is only
they that can be true or false. In Consequences of Pragmatism, Rorty
also wrote that “for pragmatists, ‘truth’ is just the name of a property
which all true statements share,” and it is difficult to say much about it.34
Elsewhere, he wrote that truth is “simply a compliment paid to the beliefs
which we think so well justified that, for the moment, further justification
is not needed.” It is not surprising then that he considered the belief,
existing within Western culture, that truth corresponds to reality nothing
but a worn-out metaphor. Thus, he referred to Friedrich Nietzsche,
who preached that truth is “a mobile army of metaphors [. ..] a sum of
human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished
poetically and rhetorically and which after long use seem firm, canonical,
and obligatory to a people.”3®

As far as the world is concerned, Rorty agreed that there exists
something like a blind resistance of matter. He did not, however, deem
it possible to transfer this nonlinguistic stiffness referring to facts onto
the truth value of sentences. It is not difficult, though, as he observed,
“to run together the fact that the world contains the causes of our being
justified in holding a belief with the claim that some nonlinguistic state of
the world is itself an example of truth.”3” As he added, this nonlinguistic
state of affairs does not show us in which language games we should
engage. We should not conclude, though, that decisions with respect to
the issue are made arbitrarily, or that they are an expression of something
hidden inside us. Accordingly, we should not substitute the objective
criteria for choosing our vocabulary with the subjective ones, with reason,
will, or emotions, for “the notions of criteria and choice (including that
of ‘arbitrary’ choice) are no longer in point when it comes to changes
from one language game to another.”?® According to Rorty (so far as we
have gotten in his account), changes of this kind are neither acts of will
nor results of a discussion. They result from a gradual process of getting
out of the habit of using certain words, and getting used to others. This
process has depended on many contingent elements, on contingent beliefs
and desires.

CONTINGENCY OF LANGUAGE AND SELF

Contingency is another category crucial to Rorty’s philosophy. He gave
a great deal of attention to it in the first two chapters of Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity, which contain his considerations on the contingency
of language and of self. Writing about the former, he concluded that we
need to abandon the hope that “a given language is ‘adequate’ to a task—
either the task of properly expressing the nature of the human species,
or the task of properly representing the structure of nonhuman reality.”°
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In the course of his considerations, Rorty referred to the philosophy
of Donald H. Davidson, which aims, as Rorty claimed, at presenting
language as free from the requirement to be adequate, as it was presented
to be doing in the past.*? In accordance with Rorty’s understanding
of communication, language should not be treated as a third element
between self and reality.*!

In light of the above, Rorty believed that our present language, as well
as the science and culture of twentieth-century Europe, could be seen as
something that developed as a result of many contingencies.*?> Europe
has been gradually getting out of the habit of using certain words and
statements, and has gotten used to using others. The process was and still
is at work, alongside the emergence of statements that did not or do not
have a specific place in the language game. As far as these new sentences
are concerned, Rorty wrote, “If it is savored rather than spat out, the
sentence may be repeated, caught up, bandied about. Then it will gradually
require a habitual use, a familiar place in the language game. It will thereby
have ceased to be a metaphor—or, if you like, it will have become what
most sentences of our language are, a dead metaphor.™ In other words,
it is plausible to say that using new metaphors—their permeation of the
living language of the everyday—helps them to become dead metaphors.
They cease to surprise, to occur at the peripheries of language, and become
something obvious, a core in itself. Still, after some time, these dead
metaphors begin to serve as a basis and a background for new metaphors,**
or, in other words, they yield them their place.>

Further, Rorty claimed that we are by no means equipped with the
criterion for choosing between alternative metaphors, and we can no longer
compare metaphors and languages with some nonlinguistic entity called “a
fact,” but only with each other.*¢ There is no reality that would serve us as
a point of reference, and we should not understand moral and intellectual
progress as a story of arriving at what things are really like, but as a story
of the emergence of more and more useful metaphors.*

Rorty stressed the contingency of self, or—in other words—the
contingency of individual existence, just as eagerly as he pointed to the
contingency of language, at the same time advocating for the completion
of the project initiated by the Romantic poets. For him, the process of
learning who we are does not consist in discovering something that exists
within us objectively but in creating a new language, developing new
metaphors, narrating oneself anew. In his considerations, he drew upon
the thought of Sigmund Freud, “the moralist who helped de-divinize
the self by tracking conscience home to its origin in the contingencies of
our upbringing.™8 In Freud’s and, accordingly in Rorty’s, opinion, moral
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consciousness is but a sum of events and beliefs that are shaping us now,
as well as of those that we inherit.*® Thus, we should give up the wish for
moral feeling being somehow universally fastened.

NEW LANGUAGES, NEW VOCABULARIES, NEW WAYS OF THINKING

By writing about the contingency of self and the contingency of language,
which we should at last acknowledge and assimilate, Rorty directs our
attention toward the importance of the emergence of new languages,
new vocabularies, the shaping of new ways of thinking. These different
vocabularies are treated by Rorty as tools that we can use, not knowing a
priori what they can serve for. Due to these new vocabularies, we can create
new descriptions of the world and of ourselves, which was hard to imagine
beforehand.>® While doing so, we should accept the idea that reality does
not correspond to our descriptions of it, and the idea that the human self
originates in the process of using a particular vocabulary. Once we do that,
we will assimilate the idea that truth is constructed and not discovered,
and that what we are equipped with is a multiplicity of descriptions and
vocabularies, being our own creation; we cannot choose one of them as
that referring to criteria not rooted in its very self. We cannot do that,
for there are no principal, better arguments supporting this language or
another. As far as the supposed superiority and neutrality of rationality are
concerned, Rorty further concluded, “To accept the claim that there is no
standpoint outside the particular historically conditioned and temporary
vocabulary we are presently using from which to judge this vocabulary
is to give up on the idea that there can be reasons for using languages as
well as reasons within languages for believing statements. This amounts to
giving up the idea that intellectual or political progress is rational, in any
sense of ‘rational’ which is neutral between vocabularies.”! Just as there
is no superior point of viewing and examining our language, there are no
superior arguments with which to examine the statements articulated
within it. Accordingly, we cannot speak of any superior rationality that
would oversee language and statements so as to distinguish between
accurate and inaccurate ones, and that would, in addition, serve as a point
of reference for their further growth. In short, we cannot assume that a
given language or a given statement are more rational than others, for our
understanding of rationality still depends on the kind of vocabulary we use.>?

RATIONALITY

Rorty opposed “rationality” understood as acting in a methodical way,
according to specific criteria. For him, these criteria are nothing but
clichés that “contextually define the terms of a final vocabulary currently
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in use.” He believed that we should not seek the criteria for acting or
the source of ongoing cultural changes either in ourselves or in the world,
for, doing so, we would be tempted by the prospect of searching for at
least some of the intrinsic nature of things, for some of the essence of the
world or the self. In his opinion, this would inevitably lead to privileging
one language over others.

However, Rorty did not abandon the notion of rationality altogether.
The rationality that he advocated for is merely to be separated from
the notion of truth. For him, rationality is “roughly synonymous with
tolerance.””* Rationality means patience and acceptance of the differences
among us. It is connected with opening to the other, to dialogue, to
persuasion: to persuading and being persuaded. It is an expression of
coexistence and compromise arrived at in the course of dialogue. Rorty
wrote in this way in many of his texts. He pointed to the fact that being
rational means being able to “discuss any topic [...] in a way which
eschews dogmatism, defensiveness, and righteous indignation,”™> or—in
other words—being “persuasive.”® In yet another text, he stated also that
being rational means accomplishing one’s aims by means of argumentation
and not coercion. He added that in order to investigate what being
rational means for the public, it is necessary to comprehend “techniques
of persuasion, patterns of justification, and forms of communication.””” In
short, being “rational,” as understood by Rorty, means, more or less, being
“civilized,” and not necessarily “methodical.”

The understanding of rationality outlined by Rorty in the above words
has not been welcomed with much enthusiasm. There are many who
pine for rationality in a stronger sense: connected with objective truth,
correspondence to reality, with methods and certain criteria.>® Rorty was
well aware of that desire; still, he argued that we should rather settle for
a “weaker” version of rationality and avoid the former, “stronger” one. We
do not need to know the criteria and to act according to certain standards,
via which we would measure progress. They do not constitute a value of
any special kind. In his opinion, a critical vocabulary based upon such
terms as “rational,” “criteria,” “arguments,” “foundations,” or “absolute” is
not suitable for describing the relations between the old and the new. It
becomes apparent once we realize that progress, occurring both in the lives
of the individuals and of the society, appears due to the emergence and
use of new words, while we still use old languages that serve us as means

of communication and argumentation.>®

RELATIVISM?

Rorty advocated the “weaker” version of rationality, in which he saw
many positive aspects. However, there are also those thinkers who—just
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as realists do—see in it the threat of relativism and warn that relativism
will corner us if we give up the affection for objectivity and the idea of
rationality understood as conforming to that criteria.®® Some accuse
Rorty of contributing to creating such a threat.®! He himself considered
talking about relativism here unjustified. He viewed accusing a pragmatist
of relativism as a mistake. Realists do not see that in their descriptions
and assessments they follow their own thinking habits. Those realists
ascribe their own wish—the wish to look at our community in which
we are rooted from a universal viewpoint—to the pragmatist. As Rorty
observed, realists cannot believe that the pragmatist is far from such a
wish, which, for him, is the basis for philosophical thinking and every
individual biography. According to realists, the essence of philosophical
thinking rests on this very wish.6? Here, however, in Rorty’s opinion,
realists are wrong. Rorty himself did not strive for reaching a universal
point of view, nor is it his secret desire. Thus, he opposed referring to
his pragmatist project as “relativism.” In the essay titled “Pragmatism,
Relativism, and Irrationalism,” he wrote, “Relativism’ is the view that
every belief on a certain topic, or perhaps about any topic, is as good as
every other. No one holds this view. Except for the occasional cooperative
freshman, one cannot find anybody who says that two incompatible
opinions on an important topic are equally good.”

We cannot say that two opinions are equally good, for it would require
us to place our own selves at a certain metalevel, or—in other words—to
use a metanarration. Such a metanarration, advocating one thing, would
itself prove another. Rorty is aware of the fact, and, therefore, he also
opposes relativism, as it is involved with what it speaks against.

Rorty also defended himself against the assumption that he had
discovered that something that was supposed to come from outside of
us, it turns out, comes from inside. He opposed a view that something
that used to be treated as objective turned out to be only a subjective
human construct. He argued, “[W]e anti-Platonists must not accept this
way of formulating the issue. For if we do, we shall be in serious trouble.
If we take the distinction between making and finding at face value, our
opponents will be able to ask us an awkward question, namely, have we
discovered the surprising fact that what was thought to be objective is
actually subjective, or have we invented it?"** Thus, he suggested we cease
using the differentiation between discovering and finding, of making
reality and discovering it, of subjective and objective, and treat them both
as inventions: then there will be no reason for calling thinkers like Rorty
subjectivists, or social constructionists.®®

Rorty believed that we should give up the conviction that the world or
the self have an intrinsic nature of their own. He warned, however, that his
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suggestion should not be treated as a stance, that the kind of philosophy
he presented corresponds to the actual state of affairs. To say that “we
should drop the idea of truth as out there waiting to be discovered is not
to say that we have discovered that, out there, there is no truth.”®® His
suggestion not to ask questions about Truth and Goodness does not rest
on a theory of the essence of reality, knowledge, or human beings, which
states that “there is no such thing as Truth or Goodness.”®”

In light of the above, we can say that what we encounter in Rorty’s
pragmatist perspective is not, as the critics claim, a relativist or subjectivist
theory of truth. Pragmatism, a tradition to which he himself belongs, is
not “a positive theory which says that something is relative to something
else.”®8 Rorty once again stressed that he “does not have a theory of truth,
much less relativistic one [. . .]. Not having any epistemology, a fortiori he
does not have a relativistic one.”®®

Rorty was well aware of the situation he was in. However, as he claimed,
he could not offer any argument for his stance, which the critics called
“relativism,” and which he preferred to call “antifundamentalism” or
“antidualism.””® He did not justify his suggestion to abandon the old
questions to which no satisfactory answers have been found by referring
to predetermined criteria—common to both the old and the new language
games. He believed that his perspective was one of many, and the choice
between them is determined by the community in which we grow.
Therefore, he claimed that if there is something a pragmatist like him
can be criticized for, it is “taking his own community too seriously. He can
only be criticized for ethnocentrism, not for relativism.””!

BEYOND RELATIVISM

Rorty dismissed the accusations of being a “relativist,” or even an
“irrationalist,” as they depend on a differentiation he himself did
not accept.”? He was not bothered by the allegations of relativism or
irrationalism.”? He tried to tackle these responses by discrediting the
vocabulary within which they are articulated, and he suggested simply
changing the subject.”* He claimed, then, that “the traditional Western
metaphysico-epistemological way of forming up our habits simply isn't
working anymore.”’® It is impossible to say anything either of truth or of
rationality. The only thing we can do is rely on the justification procedures
that we use within given scientific, social, or political communities.”®
Articulating a particular stance or consciously arriving at a particular
belief is justifiable only in certain circumstances.”” Our beliefs and their
justifications are rooted in the social practices existing at a given time.
Rorty argued, “Where these webs of belief and desire are pretty much
the same for large numbers of people, it does become useful to speak of
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an ‘appeal to reason’ or to ‘logic), for this simply means an appeal to a
widely shared common ground by reminding people of propositions that
form part of this ground. More generally, all the traditional metaphysical
distinctions can be given a respectable ironist sense by sociologizing
them—treating them as distinctions between contingently existing sets
of practices, or strategies employed within such practices, rather than
between natural kinds.””8 It is worth asking what Rorty understood to be
the justification procedures that we can accept, and that our society uses
or can use in certain circumstances. Rorty believed that these procedures
depended not on any criteria but only on comparing one society against
others. Such a justification process should be as common as possible.
Comparison shall allow us to see that it is much more beneficial for
everyone when a society supports itself on “toleration,” “free inquiry,” and
“the quest for undistorted communication.””® In other words, according to
Rorty, it is necessary to compare the vocabularies that different societies
use, and take into consideration what consequences they have. If, as a
result of confrontation, it turns out that using our vocabulary does not
bring us particular advantage, that it is not useful, we should change it.

USEFULNESS

Rorty believed that the vocabulary within which the traditional problems
of Western philosophy has been formulated used to be useful, but it is
no longer s0.80 Since today we have quite different goals, we should use
a different vocabulary, one that will serve their realization, which will be
a better tool for tackling our present problems.8! It is important, then,
for the vocabulary to be more useful, and not to better correspond to
reality. We should use words as tools so as to manage the environment,
and should not try and attempt to use them to reflect on the intrinsic
nature of the environment. These words, or whole vocabularies, will be
considered “useful or useless, good or bad, helpful or misleading, sensitive
or coarse, and so on; but [. . .] not ‘more objective’ or ‘less objective’ nor
more or less ‘scientific.”8? This way we shall ultimately free ourselves from
questions on the nature of the relation of humans with reality.®3

Once we no longer treat words as representations, but as tools, the
question of whether we discover or invent them becomes pointless. It is
also pointless to ask if a belief corresponds to reality, or if it represents
a reality of a mental or physical kind. The right question is whether our
beliefs evoke willingness to act and whether they contribute to satisfying
our needs as much as possible. In other words, we should ask what aims
holding a given belief serves.8* Correspondingly, according to Rorty, “to say
that a belief is, as far as we know, true is to say that no alternative belief
is, as far as we know, a better habit of acting.”®

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

38 The Rorty-Habermas Debate

The theses analyzed above can be also applied to our descriptions. In
accordance with Rorty’s perspective, while describing, we do not need to
ask whether we describe something as it actually is. According to Rorty,
great scientists, poets, and political thinkers, when inventing descriptions
of the world useful for different purposes, never create descriptions that
accurately represent the world as it is in itself.3¢ What these descriptions
allow them to do is present certain practices and goals anew, but none of
them is the privileged one, the one corresponding to reality. Thus, “no such
view [...] can ‘cancel’ inquiry, argument, and the quest for truth—any
more than it can ‘cancel’ the search for food or for love,”” for we always
describe reality due to our needs and interests, and it is we that decide if
they are justifiable or not. What we should be careful about, though, is
being attentive to other competing descriptions, as one of them may turn
out be more useful as far as our goals are concerned.

The above considerations on discovering and inventing descriptions
and goals can be summarized with Rorty’s words, included in the essay
entitled “Relativism—Finding and Making™:

The relativity of descriptions to purposes is the pragmatists’ principal
argument for their antirepresentational view of knowledge—the view
that inquiry aims at utility for us rather than an accurate account of
how things are in themselves. Because every belief we have must be
formulated in some language or other and because languages are not
attempts to copy what is out there, but rather are tools for dealing
with what is out there, there is no way to divide “the contribution to
our knowledge made by the object” from “the contribution made by
our subjectivity”, Both the words we use and our willingness to affirm
certain sentences using those words and not others are the product of
fantastically complex casual connections between human organisms and

the rest of the universe.88

Rorty himself is one of the pragmatists described, and, just like them,
he held an antirepresentationalist view of knowledge. Here, he referred
to the category of usefulness. It is important to add, at this point, that
Rorty was not a cynical opportunist who chose the description that
happened to sustain his egotistical interests. What he did was point to
the fact that our language does not accurately reflect what is outside, that
it is our own invention that we create alongside the world surrounding
us. Unfortunately—for the enthusiasts of our language as a mirror of
nature—we cannot separate what originates in us and what originates
in the world.
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THE PLACE OF “TRUTH  IN THE POLITICAL SPHERE

We can ask how Rorty’s considerations of “truth” contributes to
considerations concerning the public sphere. What Rorty strove for
is a situation where general philosophical claims could not discredit
political beliefs or aspirations.®° In other words, there is no such thing as
a philosophical claim that can capture something better than a political
belief, that can capture this “something” in the world to which our beliefs
should be subdued. Such claims are contingent. And so are the beliefs of
those playing leading parts on the political stage. Thus, we can say that
what our politics is like and “what our future rulers will be like will not
be determined by any large necessary truths about human nature and
its relation to truth and justice, but by a lot of small contingent facts.”?

The way in which contingency affects a whole spectrum of sociopolitical
relations and the way in which history unveils it is illustrated by George
Orwell’s 1984, about which Rorty wrote,

Orwell helps us to see that it just happened that rule in Europe passed
into the hands of people who pitied the humiliated and dreamed of
human equality, and that it may just happen that the world will wind up
being ruled by people who lack any such sentiments or ideas. Socializa-
tion, to repeat, goes all the way down, and who gets to do the socializing
is often a matter of who manages to kill whom first. The triumph of
Oligarchical Collectivism, if it comes, will not come because people are
basically bad, or really are not brothers, or really have no natural rights,
any more than Christianity and political liberalism have triumphed (to
the extent they have) because people are basically good, or really are
brothers, or really do have natural rights.!

In short, it just so happened that Europe began to value goodwill and
the idea of humanity common to us all. And it could just so happen that
at some point power will be held by those following quite a different
morality—antagonistic to the present one.

Rorty observed that 1984 tells a story of how bad things can go due to
contingency. O'Brien, one of the main protagonists of 1984, does not say,
in Rorty’s opinion, that the nature of humans, of power, or of history is
an affirmation that the future is “a boot stamping on a human face,” but
that it just happens that it is stamping so, and that “the scenario can no
longer be changed. As a matter of sheer contingent fact—as contingent as
a comet or a virus—that is what the future is going to be.”?

Orwell has convinced us, as Rorty wrote, “that there was a perfectly
good chance that the same developments which had made human equality
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technically possible might make endless slavery possible,” as “nothing in
the nature of truth, or man, or history was going to block that scenario,
any more than it was going to underwrite the scenario which liberals had
been using between the wars. He convinced us that all the intellectual
and poetic gifts which had made Greek philosophy, modern science, and
Romantic poetry possible might someday find employment in the Ministry
of Truth.”?3 All we can do is act so as that does not happen. We can, for
example, create utopian visions of the world where the values we will
share shall include equality and freedom, and where the contact between
people will include communication, and not violence, hoping that someday
these may become quite common.®* Such an effort is made by Rorty. He
presented to us a liberal utopia and its characteristic practical attitude,
in which ironism, or—in other words—an ironist attitude, is something
common. He presented us with it, for there is nothing left to do in a
situation in which referring to some certainties is just an illusion telling
us that it will be the way toward which these certainties point.

On Irony
IRONISTS AND METAPHYSICIANS

In Rorty’s thought, the aforesaid ironist attitude is juxtaposed with the
commonsensical attitude. Describing them one after another, Rorty
outlined the differences between them. The former is characteristic of the
ironist, the latter, of the metaphysician.®®> What is the difference between
them? This shall be elaborated below.

The metaphysician is the one who follows common sense and believes
that there is one unchanging reality that should be discovered in the
diversity of fading phenomena. He thinks that the vocabulary he has
inherited and his common sense allow him to shape his relations with this
unchanging reality. He assumes, as Rorty argued, “that the vocabulary
which the ironist fears may be merely ‘Greek’” or “Western’ or ‘bourgeois’
is an instrument which will enable us to get at something universal.”®
Relying on this assumption, the metaphysician describes reality by means
of the words that make up his final vocabulary and does not doubt it
to be insufficient to describe and judge those using alternative final
vocabularies.’” For the metaphysician, the presence of a given word in his
own final vocabulary is a guarantee of the word referring to something
that has a true essence. The more there are such words, the more he is
convinced that he is in possession of a proper language for describing
reality and for discovering the way things actually are. The only thing he
still needs to do is consider its consequences.
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The other side of the barricade is occupied by the ironist. In her opinion,
nothing has an intrinsic nature or true essence. The statement “Truth is
independent of the human mind” is for her a cliché serving to inculcate the
local, commonsensical, final vocabulary of the West. She is a historicist
and nominalist who has rejected the view that her beliefs and desires refer
to something unchanging and atemporal. Thus, she thinks that her aim
should not be to find a vocabulary that represents something accurately,
that the search for a final vocabulary could be a way to grasp something
more than the vocabulary itself. Her final vocabulary is not final, nor does
it describe something accurately. It is characterized as final, as its users
cannot refer to anything outside it if the words within it are challenged.®
She uses it to justify her own beliefs and desires. While justifying, the
ironist faces contingency, all the time being aware that the words she uses
to describe her own self are subject to change. She remembers, then, about
the fragility and contingency of her final vocabulary and of herself.%°

The ironist is aware of the fact that the words belonging to her
language, or languages as such, are subject to change. Still, she gives up the
attempt to formulate the criteria for choosing between final vocabularies.
She believes that all we can do is compare these vocabularies, as there
is nothing outside them that would serve as a criterion for choosing
between them. Thus, Rorty wrote that “nothing can serve as a criticism
of a final vocabulary save another such vocabulary; there is no answer
to a redescription save a re-re-description [. ..]. Nothing can serve as a
criticism of a person save another person, or of a culture save an alternative
culture—for persons and cultures are, for us, incarnated vocabularies.”100
In such a situation, the ironist’s preferred form of argumentation is
dialectical, and the preferred unit of persuasion is a vocabulary, not a
statement. Rorty called it dialectical, for he understood dialectics as a
struggle between vocabularies thanks to which it is possible to redescribe
reality.l% The way to act is, then, to redescribe, and not to conclude, to
change one’s own image, and not to discover the way things actually are.
Accordingly, we can say that by giving up an old description or a whole
discourse, we make a change rather than discover a new fact.

To recapitulate, using Rorty’s words, we can say that the ironist is
somebody who fulfills the following conditions: “(1) [S]he has radial
and continuing doubts about the final vocabulary she currently uses,
because she has been impressed by other vocabularies, vocabularies taken
as final by people or books she has encountered; (2) she realizes that
argument phrased in her present vocabulary can neither underpin nor
dissolve these doubts; (3) insofar as she philosophizes about her situation,
she does not think that her vocabulary is closer to reality than others,
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that it is in touch with a power not herself.”192 Thus, she can “choose”
her vocabulary, but when doing so, she does not refer to any neutral or
universal metavocabulary, and does not wish to “fight one’s way past
appearances to the real.” Instead, she begins to use a new vocabulary and,

by that, she is gradually repudiating the old one.!93

IRONIC THEORISTS AND LIBERAL THEORISTS

Among the ironists—both women and men—Rorty listed ironists
of a special kind: ironist theorists. Those ironists do not want to
understand the metaphysician’s efforts to rise above the diversity of
phenomena, hoping that once he takes a look from the heights, he will
be enlightened with an unexpected unity: a unity that will be a proof
that what he discerns is something real, something that is hidden behind
phenomena and that creates them. Those ironists—ironist theorists—
want to elaborate a theoretical standpoint so as to use it in the broadest
extent possible. However, they do not trust the metaphor created by the
metaphysicians of taking a “view from above,” which allows one to “look
down” on the world. Unlike those that take up this metaphor, the ironist
theorists do not try to search for an ahistorical final vocabulary that is
not an idiosyncratic construct. Still, they often think of themselves as
the prophets of the new era. They are constantly tempted by the return
to metaphysics, the attempt to uncover one grand hidden reality. Those
ironist theorists still wish for “the kind of power which comes from a
close relation to somebody very large” and, thus, as Rorty observed, rarely
are they liberals.1%* However, their wishing for “that kind of power” does
not change the fact that the purpose of both themselves and the ironist
theory they invent is, after all, to understand the metaphysical longing for
theorizing deeply enough to break free from it. At the same time, they
stress that the ironist theory is the last thing the ironist theorist wishes or
needs, and that it is a ladder that should be pushed away once we realize
what made our predecessors theorize.

Is it possible, however, to push the ladder away? Let us presume that
Rorty is right and that the ironist theorist will be able to push away
the ladder, but will it be possible for everyone else? Perhaps it will be
impossible to push it away for a long time, until language changes so that
there is no place in it for metaphysical longing. Undoubtedly, during the
process, both ironist theory and ironist theorists will be of use. These
ironists, however, will be of a special kind: they will be liberal ironists, who
among their unjustifiable desires count their personal hope for the scope of
suffering to diminish, and for humiliation to cease. According to them, as
Rorty stressed, there is no way to justify the fact that cruelty is horrible.
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There is also no way to answer the question of when we should stand to
fight injustice, and when we should succumb to our private plans of self-
creation. In their opinion, the only justification for their hopes is referring
to the beliefs of the liberal society in which they have happened to grow.
And deep down inside, they will deem everyone who thinks that there
are justifiable theoretical answers as a theologian or a metaphysician.105

FREEING FROM METAPHYSICAL LONGING

Analyzing the above, we can ask, why did Rorty, the ironist, want to
cure the metaphysical longing for theorizing? Why did he not trust the
attempts made by metaphysicians to find the unity under phenomena? The
reason is that he found these attempts harmful. He claimed that they have
brought more damage than benefit and more bad than good. He believed
it is worth resigning from them, for, perhaps, if we accept historicism, we
will become a self-aware society more devoted to human equality than
our current liberal culture is, a culture that is still metaphysical in its
proclivities.10¢ Perhaps, thanks to that, we will be able to achieve solidarity.

Rorty was aware of the fact that all those who believe in an atemporal
and unchanging order determining the purpose of human existence
see ironism as antagonistic toward democracy and the idea of human

107 It appears as such also to those certain that such an order

solidarity.
is necessary. Rorty disagreed and assured us that it is not the case. He
claimed that “hostility to a particular historically conditioned and possibly
transient form of solidarity is not hostility to solidarity as such.”%8 Thus,
he did not oppose the solidarity characteristic of a certain community.
Such solidarity, though it is perceived as a certain historical construct, is
more than desirable.

However, both Rorty and Milan Kundera found it understandable that
“man” longs for “a world where good and evil can be clearly distinguished,
for he has an innate and irrepressible desire to judge before he understands.
Religions and ideologies are founded on this desire. . . . They desire that
somebody be right.”19 This desire, as Rorty argued, cannot be satisfied
when we realize the relativity of our beliefs. It is, undoubtedly, a major test
for human character to be able to live with the consciousness that there
is no stable, unchanging point of reference or any common denominator
for our desires and endeavors. As Kundera said, “[IJt is precisely in losing
the certainty of truth and the unanimous agreement of others that man
becomes an individual."1? Living with consciousness of this situation is
a big challenge; it requires much more of us. It requires that we take on
ourselves the burden of freedom. Being willing to do so, as Rorty stated
after Joseph A. Schumpeter, is an indication of being a civilized human
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being. He in fact quoted the words of Schumpeter on this subject: “To
realize the relative validity of one’s convictions and yet stand for them
unflinchingly, is what distinguishes a civilized man from a barbarian.” 111

Toward an Ideal Liberal State

On Ethnocentrism

Rorty was an antirepresentationalist. He believed that there was “no
way of formulating an independent test of accuracy of representation—of
reference or correspondence to an ‘antecedently determinate’ reality—
no test distinct from the success which is supposedly explained by this
accuracy.”112 What is available to us are different descriptions, each of
them positioning us in culture contingently. Thus, the categories that we
use, the categories that shape our identity and account for who we are
and whence we came, are of an ethnocentric character: they determine
our position in time and space. This ethnocentrism is, according to Rorty,
unavoidable and unquestionable. He believed that nothing and no one
can escape ethnocentrism, which is the effect of cultural adaptation. We
should, therefore, accept the fact that what is our starting point is the
place where we live and that “we are just the historical moment that we
are, 113

In light of the above, it should be said that what shall enable us to
distinguish between the attitudes we respect and the attitudes we denounce
as fanatical is the local and ethnocentric tradition of a given community, or
a consensus of a given culture. Thus, we will deem as rational or fanatical
what “is relative to the group to which we think it is necessary to justify
ourselves—to the body of shared belief that determines the reference of
the word ‘we.”11% In other words, we will be able to say that something is
rational or fundamental as a result of recognizing the point of reference
in our group, community, society, or culture, shaped by common tradition
and consensus.11>

According to Rorty, when we have to assume an attitude toward
different beliefs or statements, we can do nothing except refer to common
tradition or cultural consensus. We cannot assume an ahistorical point
of view in order to, for instance, justify our choice of a democratic system
that we advocate. We cannot refer to any superior truth when we try to
justify our identity against the community with which we identify. We
should practicably privilege our own communities and, although each of
our beliefs is prone to critique, we do not have to justify everything. As
Rorty put it, “We Western liberal intellectuals should accept the fact that
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we have to start from where we are, and that this means that there are lots
of [critical] views which we simply cannot take seriously.”11

We may ask, in what circumstances is it necessary, or, perhaps, possible,
to justify our beliefs? Rorty argued that it should be done within the
community to which we belong—within our ethnos—and it is within it
that discussion is possible due to commonly shared beliefs.!!” Justification
is possible within the scope in which certain beliefs are shared, and this,
in turn, leads to a productive discussion. In the case of “all the rest,” in the
case of a “clash” of some antagonistic beliefs—as Rorty thought—there
is no chance for simplifying or solving the issues in accordance with the
criteria that both of the parties accept. In Rorty’s opinion, a problem can
be solved “if history allows us the leisure to decide such issues, only by a
slow and painful choice between alternative self-images.”'® Our advantage
rests in the fact that our ethnocentric liberal culture avoids the drawbacks
of ethnocentrism as such, for it is open and willing to change.!’® Due to
pursuing the strategy of creating the space for encounters with other
cultures, it becomes possible to broaden both our culture and the horizons
of thinking about our own selves.!20

Contingent Liberal Society

Rorty claimed that recognizing our language, conscience, morality,
and greatest hopes as contingent results of what used to be accidental
metaphors is synonymous with accepting the identity that qualifies us for
being citizens in an ideal liberal state.!?! In such a state, what counts as
a liberal society is a society recognizing the fact that it is what it is not
because it reflects the will of God or human nature in the most accurate
way but because poets and revolutionaries of the past spoke in a particular
way. For Rorty, such a liberal society is an entirely contingent creation.
Just as anything else, it results from the gradual process of getting out of
the habit of using certain words and getting used to new ones.

Since Rorty considered our liberal society a contingent creation,
he opposed referring to any of its fixed philosophical foundations.
There are no neutral, natural, superior arguments that would not
be connected with contingent competing languages, that would be,
to some extent, prior to them. In his opinion, we cannot point to
something that is more prior and basic than something else. Thus, he
claimed that liberal culture needs a better description of itself than
any foundation can provide. The task that needs to be faced consists in
providing culture with a vocabulary that would be its only vocabulary,
that would clear it of the remnants of the obsolete vocabulary of the
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past. In Rorty’s opinion, the institutions and the culture of liberal
society would benefit more from a vocabulary of moral and political
reflection based on the notions of metaphor and self-creation, and not
on the notions of truth, rationality, or moral obligation. He advocated
a vocabulary that includes different individual descriptions resulting
from individual attempts to redescribe the world. In such a vocabulary,
the choice between the descriptions of our political situation consists
not in managing hard facts but in “playing off scenarios against
contrasting scenarios, projects against alternative projects, descriptions
against descriptions.”?2

Toward a New Liberal Discourse

Rorty opposed the idea of a transhistorical point of view, and, thus, he
proposed we not try to transcend historical contingencies. He advocated
for new descriptions—historical narratives on the development of liberal
institutions and customs, which would aim at restraining cruelty,
constituting states governed with the consent of those governed, and
introducing communication that would be as free from domination as
possible. It is these liberal institutions that are to be described in the
subsequent pages, so as to come to what Rorty wished to tell us about
restraining cruelty and introducing domination-free communication.

On Liberal Institutions
FROM DECONSTRUCTION TO ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS

Rorty wrote on how many want to be fed on the hope that engaging
in philosophy has political implications. This hope arises in those who
believe that “it is politically useful to ‘problematize’ or ‘call into question’
traditional concepts, distinctions, and institutions.”?3 In Rorty’s opinion,
pointing toward the inconsistencies inherent in social practices, or
“deconstructing” them, does not bring about any major benefit unless
it is accompanied by proposals for alternative practices, with at least
a sketch of a utopia of some sort—the way things could be—within
which these inconsistencies would no longer exist. In other words,
when exposing the internal tensions, it is necessary to offer ways of
resolving them. Therefore, Rorty wrote, “We pragmatists drop the
revolutionary rhetoric of emancipation and unmasking in favor of a
reformist rhetoric about increased tolerance and decreased suffering, If
we have an Idea [...] in mind, it is that of Tolerance rather than that of
Emancipation.”24
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In accordance with the above, in his texts, Rorty not only
“deconstructed” but also offered an alternative practice: he presented
a democratic utopia.!?> In this utopia, he claimed, there would be no
superior, ultimately defined truth, that would be more important than
individual suffering or search for happiness. He added that for those
living in this democratic utopia, “tolerance and curiosity, rather than
truth-seeking, are the chief intellectual virtues.”’2¢ Everyone would be
allowed to do whatever they want, as long as it would not cause others
to suffer,127

TOWARD TOLERANCE

According to Rorty, the traditional metaphysical and epistemological
method of grounding our customs no longer stands the test of the present
moment.!?® We should relinquish the ideas of “transcending the mind”
toward the external perspective, from which the mind could be really
seen. In this case, the alternative consists in “our minds gradually growing
larger and stronger and more interesting by the addition of new options—
new candidates for belief and desire, phrased in new vocabularies.”’?° In
other words, the alternative consists in a new vocabulary, which shall
allow us to broaden our imagination and our community with what
is different and with those who were beyond our scope of recognition.
Alongside the emergence of such a vocabulary, what will also emerge is
tolerance for difference and opposition, a new culture. According to Rorty,
upbringing in such a culture, a culture that is not monolithic but tolerant
for the multiplicity of subcultures and willing to listen to the neighboring
cultures, is an opportunity for transcending our cultural conditioning and
opening up for others. It remains an open issue whether these subcultures
or neighboring cultures will do the same, whether they will be tolerant
toward us, listen to our culture. Rorty responded that “if members of
other cultures protest that this expectation of tolerant reciprocity is a
provincially Western one, we can only shrug our shoulders and reply
that we have to work by our own lights, even as they do, for there is no
supercultural observation platform to which we might repair.”3% Still, we
can be sure that one day such a meeting of cultures shall be possible and
that there shall emerge a common ground, and their beliefs and desires
shall agree with our own.

It is worth asking what Rorty’s statement given above—the statement
that “we have to work by our own lights"—means. It means that we
should do what our liberal societies do. We should turn toward experts in
different fields, “permitting them to fulfill their function as agents of love,
and hoping that they will continue to expand our moral imagination.”3!
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Undoubtedly, it shall involve much planning and many painful and
difficult social experiments. What we should also do is act for the sake of
the development of our liberal institutions and the imagination of those
who govern, so that they say “we” more often, and do not refer to moral
rules once they are faced with different social groups whose fate they will
hold in their hands.’32 All that should, inter alia, lead to a broadening of
the scope of tolerance.133

PROBLEMS AND PROGRESS

If we cannot refer to the superiority of our perspective and our
sociopolitical model, how should we tackle the problems that we
encounter? The progress of science and technology, as well as liberal
reforms, have evoked social transformations, due to which some problems
have been solved, while others took their place. The feudal institutions
disappeared, but the colonial reign began; education became widespread,
but the nuclear threat increased as well. It has become clear that both our
capacities of adapting to new circumstances and our effectiveness can be
used either to oppress or to free, to facilitate suffering or to diminish it,
to decrease rationality that is the synonym of tolerance or to increase it.
It has also turned out that rationality understood as the ability to manage
our surroundings can lead to greater tolerance but does not have to.

Rorty believed that in the time of the great transformation of our
culture, we were not in a position to solve its emerging problems. All we
had was hope that curiosity and the desire to diminish suffering would
lead to resolving at least some of them.!3* Rorty still hoped that it would
become possible to solve our present problems and facilitate further
progress.13®> He did not believe, however, that, being a pragmatist, one
could present a given set of criteria that could be commonly accepted,
or come up with a single language game that would fulfill the functions
of all the previous games. Nonetheless, he wrote, “This failure to find a
single grand commensurating discourse, in which to write a Universal
translation manual [. . .] does nothing to cast doubt on the possibility [. . .]
of peaceful social progress.”3¢ And thus he thought that our democratic
society does not need a safety net in the form of an idea that has adequate
philosophical grounds, or that is “latent” in “human reason.”3” It can do
without such a safety net to such an extent that it will become possible to
talk of actual progress.

Moreover, in Rorty’s opinion, we can tell a story about progress and
we do not need to presuppose the existence of any constant “we,” any
transhistorical, metaphysical subject. It is enough to refer to a local and
temporary “we,” meaning “something like ‘us twentieth-century Western
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social democrats.”138 We can speak of ourselves as a part of universal
human history, however, only as long as we do it to keep up our spirits, and
not to reach for metaphysical justifications of our position, so as to prove
our superiority with respect to others. Further, he argued, “We Deweyans
have a story to tell about the progress of our species, a story whose later
episodes emphasize how things have been getting better in the West
during the last few centuries, and which concludes with some suggestions
about how they might become better still in the next few.”3° Improving
such a situation is, in Rorty’s opinion, to consist in the dissemination
of a specific method of acting, thanks to which our future descriptions,
universal human histories, and their categories will be better than those
we rely on today. As Rorty believed, they shall become such as long as the
reason for acknowledging them rest on persuasion rather than on coercion.

At this point, we can have certain doubts as to whether relinquishing
unanimity will not lead us toward positions that the Nazis took.1*? Rorty
provided all his critics that had such doubts an answer in the negative. He
opposed associating ethnocentrism—which is inevitable for a pragmatist—
with Nazism. In his opinion, there is a substantial difference between
statements in which

“[w]e admit that we cannot justify our beliefs or our action to all human
beings as they are present, but we hope to create a community of free
human beings who will freely share many of our beliefs and hopes,” and
saying, with the Nazis, “We have no concern for legitimizing ourselves
in the eyes of others.” There is a difference between the Nazi who
says “We are good because we are the particular group we are” and the
reformist liberal who says “We are good because, by persuasion rather
than force, we shall eventually convince everybody else that we are.”
Whether such a “narcissistic” self-justification can avoid terrorism
depends on whether the notion of “persuasion rather than force” still
makes sense after we renounce the idea of human nature and the search
for transcultural and ahistorical criteria of justification.!4!

Toward Limiting Cruelty and Suffering
LIBERAL UTOPIA

Rorty was an adherent of a liberal utopia, in which it is characteristic
to abandon theory, to abandon attempts at enclosing within one vision
all aspects of our lives, and attempts at describing it, using only one
vocabulary. He believed that it is impossible to find a metavocabulary
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that can embrace all possible vocabularies, and, therefore, he advocated
historical and nominalist culture founded on narratives. It shall be likely
to emerge once the liberal utopia comes true in the name of freedom
rather than in the name of the pursuit of the eternal truth. He added
that such a new culture would be inhabited by people who would share
the sense of contingency of their own language, their own conscience,
and their society. They would be liberal ironists—people who link their
commitments with a sense of contingency to those commitments.!4?
The accusation of relying on relativism would lose its power, the idea of
“something which stands beyond history” would become inexplicable, but
the sense of solidarity would prevail 143

The last of the elements listed here—the sense of solidarity—should be
approached with particular attention due to its role in Rorty’s philosophy.
The category of solidarity lies in the very center of his “new narrative” of
a liberal utopia. Solidarity is what the growth of liberal institutions and
customs is to lead to. It is strictly connected with diminishing suffering,
with replacing coercion with persuasion.

FROM OBJECTIVITY TO SOLIDARITY

The deliberations on solidarity should commence with presenting two
positions, for which it is characteristic to pursue objectivity and to pursue
solidarity, respectively. Rorty remarked that a person exercising the
former—the pursuit of objectivity—"“distances herself from the actual
persons around her” and searches for something “which can be described
without reference to any particular human beings.”*4 A person in the
pursuit of solidarity, on the other hand, “does not ask about the relation
between the practices of the chosen community and something outside
that community” but is interested in the relations with people here
and now.

As Rorty illustrated, the pursuit of solidarity is characteristic of
pragmatists. They wish to replace the desire for objectivity with the desire
for solidarity, but they are confronted with much resistance. It results
partly from the fear that our traditional liberal habits and hopes will not
withstand such a change. However, pragmatists—unlike realists—believe
that we do not need grounding in objectivity, we do not need metaphysics
or epistemology. They do not interpret truth as correspondence to reality.
They see it as something that is worth referring to, that is worth believing
in. They do not need epistemology to provide them with justifications
in order to claim that there are natural, and not only local, procedures
for justifying beliefs. And thus they do not need any explanation of the
relationship between beliefs and objects. For them, the gap between truth
and justification is not something that one should build a bridge over.14>

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

On Rorty’s Sociopolitical Thought 51

Their primary concern does not revolve around the way in which we shall
define words such as “truth,” “rationality,” “knowledge,” or “philosophy”
but around what our society’s own image is to look like.1*¢ According to
pragmatists, these issues should be presented in the categories of morality
and politics rather than epistemology or metaphysics. Rorty said, “If we
could ever be moved solely by the desire for solidarity, setting aside the
desire for objectivity altogether, then we should think of human Progress
as making it possible for human beings to do more interesting things and
be more interesting people, not as heading towards a place which has
somehow been prepared for humanity in advance. Our self-image would
employ images of making rather than finding.%7 For Rorty, solidarity
is not a fact at which one can arrive by abandoning one’s “prejudice.” In
his opinion, it is not to be discovered, but created. It is possible thanks
to making ourselves sensitive to particular instances of the suffering and
humiliation of people whom we deem strangers. In consequence, it will
be more difficult for us to dismiss people who are different from us with
a statement “They do not feel it as we would” or “There must always be
suffering, so why not let them suffer?”148 It will happen also on account of
our imagination, the ability to see strangers as our brothers who suffer.14

Rorty believed that making us more sensitive and widening the scope
of our imagination is not a task for theory but for such literary genres as
ethnographic description, reports, comics, and fictionalized documentary.
In addition, Rorty emphasized “in particular, the novel.” In his opinion,
it is the writers that play an exceptional role here, for they can help us
remain alert to “the springs of cruelty in ourselves.”?>? And thus it can
be added that their works should become one of the crucial elements
of “sentimental” education. Such an education should not be based on
ingraining moral truths or assigning moral obligations, which have nothing
to do with love, friendship, trust, or social solidarity,’® but should make
us sensitive to the suffering of others and should build emotional links,
and not another rational argument.!>?

PAIN, SUFFERING, AND HUMAN SOLIDARITY

The ability to acknowledge fellow human beings who suffer is connected
with the ability to see the pain that exists in the world. This pain controls
us in the same way the world controls us—even though we have de-deified
it and begun to create it, and not to discover it. This control is visible, as
it can lead us to self-destruction. But that sort of control and power over
us is not the sort we can appropriate by adopting and then transforming
its language, thereby becoming identical with the threatening power and
subsuming it under our own more powerful selves. This latter strategy
is appropriate only for coping with other persons—for example, with
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parents, gods, and poetic precursors. For our relation to the world, to
brute power and to naked pain, is not the sort of relation we have to
persons. Faced with the nonhuman, the nonlinguistic, we no longer
have an ability to overcome contingency and pain by appropriation and
transformation, but only the ability to recognize contingency and pain.!>3

The world, then, is full of contingency and pain. This pain—the
suffering—is a translinguistic phenomenon; it remains autonomous of
the attempts at describing it. It can be described in a number of ways. It is
also possible, in these descriptions, to dismiss the right to feel it, but this
does not change the fact that it will still exist, it will still be experienced,
to a lesser or to a greater extent. It is the ability to experience it—to
suffer—that, according to Rorty, is common to all people. Apart from
that, there is nothing truly human that would not be an effect of education
or socialization, except for the ability “to speak a particular language, one
which enables us to discuss particular beliefs and desires with particular
sorts of people.”>* In other words, apart from the ability to suffer, there is
nothing to refer to as something existing in us and something characteristic
of us. We are what the circumstances and we ourselves made of us. Any
criteria—or standards for rationality based on criteria—are created by us,
and not discovered in us.!®> Accordingly, as Rorty claimed, referring to
Freud, compassion and mercy are not values that determine our common
core. They are feelings that arise in very specific contexts and toward
particular people.!® Rorty treaded on this path even further, writing also
that “one can be humane without being universalist, without believing
either that it is rational’ to be concerned with the sufferings of others or
that there is a ‘common humanity’ which binds you to those others.”>” It
is possible, then, to want to relieve others’ suffering, not having a universal
answer to the question why we want to do that.

Rorty was against the traditional understanding of “human solidarity”
as something existing inside each and every one of us and as something
strictly connected with humanity, whose presence we should supposedly
uncover in others. What does it mean for us? “This means that when the
secret police come, when the torturers violate the innocent, there is nothing
to be said to them of the form “There is something within you which you
are betraying. Though you embody the practices of a totalitarian society
which will endure forever, there is something beyond those practices which
condemns you.”1>8 In short, there is no neutral method for defending the
liberal claim that cruelty is the worst thing we do.1>® For Rorty, whether
one is a decent human being depends only on historical circumstances, on
the short-term consent on which practices are deemed just and which are
not deemed so, and on which attitudes we deem as normal and which are
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not considered 50.1°0 Of course, as has already been said, Rorty did not
approve of opportunism. He did not claim that the only thing left for us
to do is to adapt to the existing circumstances and take care of our own
interests. He advocated something quite contrary: actively and creatively
changing our vision of the world and of ourselves. What he did claim was
merely that “being decent” shall not always mean the same thing, since we
cannot rely on any independent, ahistorical, external criterion of decency.

SOLIDARITY IS CONTINGENT

Rorty rightly asserted that “at times like that of Auschwitz, when history
is in upheaval and traditional institutions and patterns of behavior
are collapsing, we want something which stands beyond history and
institutions.” He asked, “What can there be except human solidarity, our
recognition of one another’s common humanity?”1¢! For Rorty, there is
nothing apart from solidarity. However, solidarity does not stand outside
of history and institutions. It is created, and it does not rest on any natural
grounds, for—as it has already been said—Rorty claimed that it is not
possible to talk of any common humanity or universal human nature. He
could be listed in the ranks of historicists, who believe there is nothing
“deeper” than historical conditioning of a society, nothing that would
determine the essence of being human.!6? Everything depends to the same
extent on the context, and not on the existence of something like “human
nature” or “the deepest level of the self.” Once we acknowledge that, we
are forever freed from theology and metaphysics, “from the temptation
to look for an escape from time and chance.”163

It is worth noticing that Rorty, while deliberating on solidarity, referred
to the work of Wilfrid Sellars and his analysis of morality as “we-intention,”
in which the basic concept consists in the idea of “one of us.” Rorty—on
the basis of these reflections—claimed that our sense of solidarity is and
will be stronger if “those with whom solidarity is expressed are thought
of as ‘one of us’, where ‘us’ means something smaller and more local than
the human race.”’6* This smaller and more local group—the “we”"—exists
with relation to “others,” whom we have excluded, often deeming as worse
than us. Our relationship with them rests on which similarities and which
differences we find most crucial. This, in turn, depends on the final,
contingent vocabulary that we use.

In both Sellars’s and Rorty’s perspectives, solidarity should be treated
as a product that comes into being in the course of history, and not as
an ahistorical fact that has been discovered.!®> As Rorty added, the idea
of human solidarity is just a fortunate, accidental product of modernity,
and “human solidarity” in light of contingency is only a rhetorical turn.16¢
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Rorty remarked, however, that this concept does not lose anything of its
significance because of being a product. At the same time, he wrote that
what we need is the ability to acknowledge the differences as irrelevant,
when contrasted with the similarities, especially with respect to the
experience of suffering, humiliation, or cruelty. Thus, we will strive for
greater human solidarity and for further moral progress.!6”7 This shall
come true once we will be able, even only via our imagination, to identify
with others, belonging to different religions and living in different corners
of the world, who have been recognized by our ancestors as so alien that
they were not able to identify with them.6® Still, in defending such a
thesis, as Rorty again noted, we are not able to refer to something more
“real” or less elusive than historical contingencies.

Communication
TOWARD AGREEMENT

Having presented Rorty’s views on the new narrative of the development
of liberal institutions and aims, comprising diminishing suffering,
expanding human solidarity, and using persuasion rather than coercion,
it is necessary now to provide an element without which they shall not
come into existence. They shall be possible due to the introduction
of domination-free communication and the compliance with certain
procedures. This domination-free communication is for Rorty an element
of the utmost importance. Thus, in his view, liberal society calls for,
first and foremost, freedom and openness in discussion. His ideals can
be realized through persuasion and reform, an encounter between the
existing linguistic practices and the proposals of new ones, and not
through violence or revolution.!® In addition, he claimed that liberal
society is a society “which is content to call ‘true’ whatever the upshot of
such encounters turn out to be.”170

Accordingly, for Rorty, the only political goal that is possible to accept
is the ultimate victory of persuasion over coercion. However, its realization
will be feasible only when we act in a particular way. Rorty argued that the
pragmatists advise us that we should choose between two hypotheses, and
to not continue to worry about whether any of them are true. We should
put aside theoretical deliberations, and start asking practical questions
about “whether we ought to keep our present values, theories, and practices
or try to replace them with others.”’7! In order to find an answer, it is
necessary to approach our own communities with ample criticism, compare
them with other real or possible groups, and try to present the advantages
of some of them over the others. And, when doing that, we should trust
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our own beliefs, and use them as a prism through which we should test
the beliefs and opinions present in other cultures that we encounter.172

All that shall be possible if our actions will include a certain linguistic
competence, the ability to search for compromise and to cooperate with
other participants of the language game, and to not proceed in accordance
with previously learned rules.'”> And the result shall consist of freely
achieved agreement on common goals, such as equality of life opportunities
or diminishing suffering, and agreement on the means that should be
used in order to make these plans come true. In the perspective sketched
out by Rorty, it is also important to include among the goals creating
scenarios that—once implemented—would serve “diminishing human
suffering and increasing human equality” as well as “increasing the ability
of all human children to start life with an equal chance of happiness.”174
It is important to arrive at an agreement that will be the glue of liberal
society, an agreement that our goal is “to let everybody have a chance at
self-creation to the best of his or her abilities, and that that goal requires,
besides peace and wealth, the standard ‘bourgeois freedoms.”7>

“EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY
AND THE "STANDARD BOURGEOIS FREEDOMS”

“Equality of opportunity” is nothing else but creating conditions and
chances for the full self-realization of individuals. Rorty thought that
in his ideal society, the certainty of creating opportunities for growth is
necessary, and “would not be based on a view about universally shared
human ends, human rights, the nature of rationality, the Good for
Man, nor anything else. It would be a conviction based on nothing more
profound than the historical facts which suggest that without protection
of something like the institutions of bourgeois liberal society, people will
be less able to work out their private salvations, create their private self-
images.”7¢ In Rorty’s opinion, these institutions should ensure typical
bourgeois freedoms.

In order to accomplish the goal—that is, “to work out [. . .] private
salvations” or “create [. . .] private self-images”—or, using Dewey’s words,
to achieve a full self-realization of individuals, certain conditions must be
met. Among them, Rorty listed peace, wealth, and “bourgeois freedoms”:
in other words, liberal freedoms. He advocated them not because they
are underpinned with any sort of agreement on the more basic issues but
because they are desirable.’”” What is desirable, then, is, for instance,
free and open discussion, one of the elements of political freedom. It is
not to be a discussion devoid of ideologies but, as Rorty wrote, “simply
the sort which goes on when the press, the judiciary, the elections, and
the universities are free, social mobility is frequent and rapid, literacy is
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universal, higher education is common, and peace and wealth have made
possible the leisure necessary to listen to lots of different people and think
about what they say.”78

It is crucial to stress that for Rorty, freedom, as discussed above, does
not occupy a privileged position. Freedom is one of many values. As it has
already been said, history points out that freedom is something we should
support. And it is by the practice and comparison of the results of our
actions that we can prove that the institutions based on liberal freedoms

allow for individual growth to the fullest extent.17?

Objections

Two Basic Objections

There are two basic objections that can be put forward with respect to the
suggestion that the glue of a society, supporting the ideal liberal society, is
but an agreement, that its purpose consists in equalizing opportunities for
self-creation in accordance with its possibilities, and that the realization
of this purpose requires liberal freedoms: “The first is that as a practical
matter, this glue is just not thick enough—that the (predominantly)
metaphysical rhetoric of public life in the democracies is essential to the
continuation of free institutions. The second is that it is psychologically
impossible to be a liberal ironist—to be someone for whom ‘cruelty is the
worst thing we do’, and to have no metaphysical beliefs about what all
human beings have in common.”’8 Such objections are not uncommon
among the readers of Rorty’s texts.!8! They concern the lack of metaphysical
convictions in his philosophy, both when he spoke of his vision of the
world, as well as when he spoke of the attitude of the liberal ironist. It
is important here that Rorty himself was well aware of them, and tried
to reply. It was the way in which he responded to them that determines
whether we can consider them overcome or—using a less defensive/
offensive language—whether the doubts of his critics are cleared up.

Attempt at Answering the First Objection:
Does the Concept of Irony
Contribute to the Weakening of Liberal Society?

As far as the first objection is concerned, Rorty pointed to the fact that it
is connected with the prediction of what would happen if the place that in
our public rhetoric is occupied by metaphysics were overtaken by ironism.
The critics think that the widespread victory of the ironical conception
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and, by that, “the general adoption of antimetaphysical, antiessentialist
views about the nature of morality and rationality and human beings,
would weaken and dissolve liberal societies.”’82 In the opinion of those
in doubt, a freely accomplished agreement that is not based upon any
metaphysical convictions is not feasible.!®3 They think that without this
“metaphysical foundation” for our free institutions that are to realize
liberal goals, it is impossible to talk of their—or others'—existence being
justified. They think the “glue” would not be thick enough to hold up our
everyday practices. And, therefore, all those sharing these doubts cannot
accept the attitude of an ironist.

Rorty took a stand with respect to these doubts and concluded that
perhaps it is right to think that assuming an ironist attitude should result
in weakening and disintegrating liberal societies; still, he believed there
is at least one reason to consider such a statement false: the history of the
decline of religious faith. In his opinion, this decline has not weakened
liberal societies, it has, in fact, strengthened them. The willingness to
“endure suffering for the sake of future reward was transferable from
individual rewards to social ones, from one’s hope for paradise to one’s
hopes for one’s grandchildren.”84 Accordingly, he thought that the decline
of metaphysics should not lead to weakening and disintegrating liberal
societies; on the contrary, especially after assuming the attitude of an
ironist, it should make them more self-critical and committed to the idea
of human equality.18

The way in which Rorty answered the first objection, instead of
clearing up these doubts, causes more of them. It is doubtful whether the
willingness to endure suffering for the sake of future individual reward
has been indeed transferred onto the willingness to endure suffering
for the sake of a social reward to be received today. The majority of
the members of our societies still expect such an individual reward; the
difference is that they expect the reward here and now, and with as little
suffering and as little sacrifice as possible. Correspondingly, claiming
that the perspective within which the individual reward was expected has
changed into one privileging the pursuit of social reward does not sound
convincing. It is doubtful whether each and every day we all wake up with
the hope that we will create a better world for our grandchildren. Thus,
it is impossible to agree with Rorty that it is false to prognosticate the
weakening of liberal society in a situation in which the ironist conception
would conquer the hearts of the public, for both the description of the
decline of some attitudes and of the emergence of new ones that Rorty
presented is questionable; also, the analogy he employed is not convincing
enough to defend his stance.'®¢ We do not know, then, whether the decline
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of metaphysics would not lead to weakening liberal societies. And, most
certainly, we do not know whether such a decline, even if it did occur,
would actually result in our willingness to work toward the best possible
future of our children.

In his further deliberations on the subject, Rorty said that he did
not think any change in scientific or philosophical conviction could
disintegrate the social hope that inhabits modern liberal societies, the
hope that “life will eventually be freer, less cruel, more leisured, richer in
goods and experiences, not just for our descendants but for everybody’s
descendants.”18” In his opinion, this hope, or this liberal society, does not
rest on any philosophical foundations.!88 According to Rorty, it is not the
“foundations” that bind the society together but the common vocabularies
and hopes, which are purely contingent constructs. In the case of a liberal
society, this “hope” or—as Rorty has written—social glue consists in
creating opportunities for the full growth of individuals and in ensuring
liberal freedoms, supported by the institutions of a liberal state.!8%

We may ask whether our social hope that “life will eventually be freer,
less cruel, more leisured, richer in goods and experiences, not just for our
descendants but for everybody’s descendants”°? indeed does not rest on
any philosophical foundations and that it is, as Rorty wrote, “ludicrous”
when some of us believe that liberal societies are bound together with
philosophical convictions. As an answer, it needs to be said, it is difficult
to agree with Rorty that liberal culture needs an “improved self-description
rather than a set of foundations.”’®! Undoubtedly, an improved self-
description, one that would seem adequate in light of new challenges,
is very desirable. But an adequate “set of foundations” is desirable as
well. Rorty did not share such an opinion. He perceived all kinds of
willingness to look for the foundations in liberal culture as a result of
the scientism of the Enlightenment, which, in turn, is a remnant of the
religious need to back human projects up with some sort of force beyond
human reach. He believed such a search must be connected with claims
of objectivism. But is it indeed a must? Not necessarily, for it is possible
to talk of the foundations characteristic of a given community, or a given
culture. These foundations are also the basis of a liberal society. They rest
on certain philosophical convictions, and social hope is deeply connected
with them. It is these convictions that support the vision of what our
lives could look like. Thanks to these philosophical convictions, a liberal
society is coherent in spite of the awareness of the contingency of these
foundations—their locality. One needs to agree with Rorty that such a
society is not as strong as its philosophical foundations, but its strength
is determined by how much its philosophical convictions and values have
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spread. It is this dissemination of certain values and beliefs in a given
community that makes a particular form of cultural life strong.

The issue of the existence of certain philosophical foundations for a
liberal society is crucial also in the case of discussing the topic of justifying
our choice of a society based on liberal values. Rorty believed that if we
are to talk of such a choice, it should be made on the basis of a result that
we arrive at, comparing it with other forms of social organization, and not
referring to the philosophical foundations of such a society. Still, Rorty
is not entirely right. It is necessary to notice that when observing the
different ways of organizing societies, we will be doing so from a particular
perspective, we will be comparing particular elements. We will choose
to compare the elements that play a particular role for us. For liberals,
making such a comparison will play out differently than for someone who
compares their own model with ours. What we will pay attention to will
indicate what we deem as most basic for our liberal vision of the world
and of society. Referring to foundations is, then, inevitable, even though it
will not require referring to something universal but rather to the value of
our community or—in other words—to its philosophical foundations.!%?
It is these foundations that our hope rests on. Can ironism threaten it?

Answering the question as to whether the adoption of ironism by the
public would cause the weakening and decline of liberal society depends,
to a great extent, as Rorty claimed, on whether we are able to imagine a
culture in which nominalism and historicism would be a part of public
rhetoric. Rorty tried to present us such a culture. In his “ideal liberal
society,” the rhetoric of the public, by means of which we would socialize
the young, would no longer be metaphysical but would be borrowed from
nominalists and historicists. In such a society, nominalism and historicism
would not be the property of intellectuals but would become a part of the
final vocabularies of all people. According to Rorty, such a society would
on the one hand be composed of intellectual-ironists, and on the other, of
nonintellectual, rational nominalists and historicists. The latter would be
rational nonmetaphysicians, well aware of the fact that they are composed
of many contingencies, and would not experience any discomfort because
of that. A member of such a society would not search for any justification
of, for example, his or her sense of human solidarity, as he or she “was not
raised to play the language game in which one asks and gets justifications
for that sort of belief.”3 In case of doubts with respect to public rhetoric,
in such a culture, he or she would turn to actual alternatives and programs
rather than look for definitions and rules. Still, most importantly from
the perspective of understanding Rorty’s thought is to see that assuming
ironism would not require such an individual, just as it does not require
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Rorty himself, to opt for creating a public rhetoric that would itself be
ironist. Rorty believed that it is possible and desirable to create such a
liberal culture in which the rhetoric of the public is nominalistic and
historicist. He does not claim, however, that it is possible or necessary
to create a culture in which the public rhetoric should be ironist. As he
stressed, he could not “imagine a culture which socialized its youth in
such a way as to make them continually dubious about their own process
of socialization.”* Thus, it seems that he opposed creating a culture
whose public rhetoric would be ironist. Irony should remain something
private. And, what is more, “irony is, if not intrinsically resentful, at least
reactive,”195

Responding to the above, it could be said that we can imagine a culture
in which nominalism and historicism would be a part of public rhetoric.
But is it possible to imagine a culture in which irony would not affect
the public sphere? Rorty believed that the fact that “philosophers are
waxing ironic over real essence, the objectivity of truth, and the existence
of an ahistorical human nature” is unlikely to “arouse much interest,
much less do any damage,” especially to somebody whose sense of life
depends on the liberal hope.1%¢ Rorty does not see any problem at this
point. But a close reader should discern one. The problem is whether the
ironist philosophers and their views can threaten social hope, whether the
individual, private beliefs of the philosophers have a negative effect upon
the members of a liberal society; in other words, whether they affect the
public sphere. It seems that Rorty answered in the negative, and such
an answer is directly connected with the division into the private and
the public that he introduced. His line of reasoning shall become clearer
once we discuss his attempts at answering the second of the objections
mentioned above, that is, the question whether ironism can be reconciled
with solidarity.

Attempt at Answering the Second Objection:
Is Ironism to Be Reconciled with Solidarity?

As far as the second of the objections is concerned, Rorty argued that it
is plausible to say that it is connected with the conviction that “there is
something about being an ironist which unsuits one for being a liberal,
and that a simple split between private and public concerns is not enough
to overcome the tension.”?7 Those who say so believe, as Rorty claimed,
that the division into the private and the public spheres, which he himself
advocated, would not withstand, since no one is able to divide his or her
own self into a private creator of the self and the public liberal. They
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have doubts whether it is possible for ironism to be reconciled with
solidarity. Rorty believed that it can be. In his opinion the ironist should
be occupied with the creation of new narratives in her private sphere, for
irony should be connected with what is private only. Thus, Rorty viewed
the development of ironist thought as to a great extent indifferent to public
life and political issues. He said, “Ironist theorists like Hegel, Nietzsche,
Derrida, and Foucault seem to me invaluable in our attempt to form a
private self-image, but pretty much useless when it comes to politics.”198
Even though they are useless, there is nothing that would prevent them
from being liberals. In Rorty’s opinion, they could be liberal ironists. He
believed that being an ironist did not prevent one from being a liberal, for
the continual, and often contingent, attempts at self-description can, but
do not have to, pose a threat to one’s liberalism. This is possible, since,
in terms of our final vocabularies, we are able to distinguish between our
private and our public vocabularies. As Rorty wrote, “[ T]he ironist’s final
vocabulary can be and should be split into a large private and a small
public sector, sectors which have no particular relation to one another.”%°
The former should, in Rorty’s opinion, serve to construct redescriptions
of private goals, the latter to create descriptions for public purposes.
On the one hand, then, there is the private vocabulary, which results
from individual self-creation and which is not connected with public
actions, and on the other, the public vocabulary. For a liberal, the latter
is a vocabulary that requires awareness of the different means by which
people are humiliated. Accordingly, as Rorty argued, the liberal ironist,
while acting within the public sphere, needs to try to get acquainted,
also by means of her imagination, with alternative final vocabularies,
“not just for her own edification, but in order to understand the actual
and possible humiliation of the people who use these alternative final
vocabularies.”?% For the public vocabulary, even though—just as the
private one—it is subject to change, it is contingent and does not contain
any stable element, it should, in Rorty’s opinion, turn to what lies beyond
language: to suffering. Such a vocabulary can be used to describe how
in the course of our actions we inflict suffering on others. According
to Rorty, the users of such a vocabulary are aware of the fact that they
should avoid such actions. By assuming such a vocabulary and using it,
they agree on suffering being the worst thing we can do.20!

Of course, in Rorty’s opinion, everyone can have a different vocabulary
for public purposes. It does not pose any problem as long as these
vocabularies coincide to such an extent that all of them contain words
connected with the need for acknowledging the presence of others and
respecting them. However, as Rorty also pointed out, these coinciding
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words, including “kindness,” “decency,” and “dignity,” do not create a
vocabulary that all humans can arrive at in the course of reflection on
their own nature. As Rorty remarked, such a reflection “will not produce
anything except a heightened awareness of the possibility of suffering. It
will not produce a reason to care about suffering. What matters for the
liberal ironist is not finding such a reason but making sure that she notices
suffering when it occurs.”??2 For her, this suffering does not contain in
itself any message that can be discerned. The ability to identify with those
suffering by means of imagination, or the desire to avoid the actual and
the possible humiliation of others, are not more real, nor more “essentially
humane,”203

Summing up, it can be said that there is a substantial difference
between the ironist and the metaphysician, though both of them can
be liberals. Rorty favored the liberal ironist, who while using her
vocabulary does not refer to anything about universal human nature.?04
He believed that the final vocabulary of the liberal ironist does not
need to be dominated by the metaphysical rhetoric of liberalism, for it
is not what she shares with the rest of humanity. For the liberal ironist,
acknowledging the common susceptibility to humiliation is the only
social bond needed. It is both this “bond” as well as sharing the values
of the liberal community that create the emergence of human solidarity.
For the sake of a brief answer to the above questions, connected with
the two objections, Rorty claimed that it is possible to reconcile ironism
with human solidarity, and the ironist can be a liberal as well. In light of
the division within our final vocabulary, according to Rorty, there is no
reason to fear that private philosophical convictions threaten social hope,
at least, as he clarified later on, from the side of those like Dewey who
are moderate pragmatists, being at the same time a moderate version of
ironists and not the radical kind.20> However, the possibility of making
such a division in the first place might seem quite questionable. The
issue shall be discussed in the next section.

On Division into the Private and the Public

Blaming the Truth

Bearing in mind what we previously discussed, it can be said that Rorty
feared the category of truth, as he thought that looking through its
prism results in our being less friendly toward those who do not share
this truth with us, less tolerant to their otherness, and more prejudiced.
Still, sometimes Rorty did not seem such a pessimist about the influence
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of referring to the category of truth. He said, “What would it be like
to be less fuzzy and parochial than this? I suggest that it would be to
become less genial, tolerant, open-minded, and fallibilist than we are
now."29¢ By writing that we would be less friendly, he did not make—at
least not at this point—a concrete critical statement on the category of
truth as inevitably leading to intolerance. He did think, however, that
it may happen, and thus he wrote, “Suppose that we had the sort of
‘weapons’ against the fascists of which Dewey was said to deprive us—
firm, unrevisable, moral principles which were not merely ‘ours’ but
‘universal” and ‘objective’. How could we avoid having these weapons turn
in our hands and bash all the genial tolerance out of our own heads?"207
Rorty answered in the negative. He feared that relying on the category of
truth today may become a nail in our coffin tomorrow if the category is
used by some sort of a new totalitarian regime. He also thought that the
vocabulary of the previous era was an example of that and, accordingly,
was less liberal and less tolerant. He regretted that such a vocabulary
served as a foundation for the rhetoric of the Enlightenment, which
provided further grounds for the natural sciences, which, in his opinion,
was a proof of cultural stagnation.

Rorty understood that searching for universal and objective truths
was—and still is—an attempt at tackling our own finitude. He did not
disapprove of this attempt, but he thought that such projects should
be undertaken only within the private sphere. And the private sphere
should be separate from the public one. Accordingly, we should not try
to reconcile the two, as metaphysicians from Plato to Marx used to do.

The Private and the Public

The distinction between the private and the public that Rorty wished to
maintain is a manifestation of the belief that there is an us-only space and
a space in which we enter into interactions with others. It can be claimed
that both spaces, in Rorty’s opinion, have their rules. He recognized the
individual need for a sense of autonomy, and, at the same time, for self-
description through challenging one’s own self and searching for a new
“I.” He was also aware of the fact that societies are not quasipeople, that
they are comprised of them and, if they are to function in harmony, it is
necessary to create space that will be free from the actual pursuit of self-
creation.?%8 Therefore, the private sphere, being the space for self-creation,
should be, in Rorty’s opinion, separate from the public sphere, which is
the space for social interactions and compromises that shape a society’s
sense of responsibility and solidarity.
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In our private space, we can be individualists and we can create our
own constructs concerning ourselves and the world; still, it would be
inappropriate to believe that these are the only right constructs, and to
organize public space in accordance with them. Therefore, Rorty argued
that the likes of a Nietzsche or a Heidegger should privatize their projects,
their pursuit of the sublime. They should consider them as irrelevant to
politics, and, by that, possibly be in a position to be reconciled with a
sense of human solidarity, supported by the development of democratic
institutions. This “amounts to the request that they resolve an impending
dilemma by subordinating sublimity to the desire to avoid cruelty and
pain.”20% Otherwise, we will be faced with the threat that, once again,
somebody will start seeking a “new human” on a global scale, which
happened in Hitler’s Germany and in Mao Zedong’s China. And this is
something Rorty wanted to avoid.

It is worth noticing that Rorty was aware of the fact that his distinction
between private and public is but one of many. There have been many
perspectives on the division between the private and the public. We
can follow Plato and look for something stable and eternal in ourselves,
something that we share with others. In consequence, we can arrive at
the conclusion that only specific social or political solutions are right,
for it is only they that reflect the order that exists inside ourselves. We
can also follow Foucault and presume, as Rorty proposed, that if there is
nothing universally human about us, and our subjective point of view is an
effect of some accidental forces affecting us, we should give up all social
institutions, for there is no basis for their existence (their different types
do nothing but limit the freedom of individuals and are a manifestation
of “power relations”). However, in Rorty’s opinion, such a perspective
leads to anarchism. On the one hand, then, we encounter an attempt to
incorporate the private into the public, and, on the other, an attempt to
incorporate the public into the private. Rorty did not approve of either due
to his commitment to liberal values, such as freedom and individualism,
as well as to the institutions of democratic states that support them.?10

Can We Make Such a Division?

At this point, it is worth asking whether or not we are willing to agree
with Rorty and assume that the division between the private and the
public is indeed possible. Is the fact that while acting we should think
of others, we should take into consideration their final vocabularies,
not an encouragement for us to consider the arrangements from the
public sphere while shaping our own private vocabulary? And does it not
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mean that, at the same time, we are not able to make a clear distinction
between what is private and what is public? Indeed, it is hard to imagine
ourselves being able to use a final vocabulary including both the private
and the public sphere but acting only in accordance with one of them. It
is hard to imagine ourselves hating enemies on the one hand, and acting
so as not to humiliate them and not to make them suffer on the other.
Finally, it is hard to imagine a nationalist using a private vocabulary full of
expressions of hostility toward foreigners, their beliefs, their culture, and
their religion while praising liberal freedoms for everyone in their public
vocabulary. In short, it is difficult to picture a situation in which, on the
one hand, we describe ourselves and others in our private vocabularies—
and these descriptions would have nothing to do with someone’s present
or prospective suffering—and, on the other hand, we consider causing
suffering the worst thing we can do. Fortunately, the doubts that arise
in the discussion of the division between the private sphere and the
public sphere are cleared up to some extend within Rorty’s works. While
reading them, we encounter fragments that point to the relations between
private and public vocabularies. They point to the private part of the final
vocabulary affecting the public one—and the other way around—to the
public context influencing the shaping of the private vocabulary.

As far as the influence of the private part of the final vocabulary on its
public counterpart is concerned, it is worth noticing that Rorty said that
“every specific theoretic view comes to be seen as one more vocabulary,
one more description, one more way of speaking.”?!! It needs to be added,
however, that apart from it being one more way of speaking, it is also
undoubtedly one more way of acting. Rorty himself viewed language as a
means of communication, a tool for social interaction, and a way humans
enter into relations with one another.?12 It seems feasible, then, to say
that it is impossible to create an individual, private vocabulary somewhere
on the side—a vocabulary that would not affect others, that would not
affect the public sphere. Rorty himself should have agreed, as he noted
that “getting rid of the idea of ‘the view from Nowhere'—the idea of a
sort of knowing that has nothing to do with agency, values, or interests—
might have considerable cultural importance.” And, further, he stated,
“It would probably not change our day-to-day ways of speaking, but it
might well, in the long run, make some practical differences. For changes
of opinion among philosophical professors sometimes do, after a time,
make a difference to the hopes and fears of nonphilosophers.”?1> What
is more, Rorty pointed to the process by which old vocabularies and old
metaphors are gradually being replaced by new ones. These are created by
the ironists (such as Rorty) questioning the vocabularies and metaphors
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that exist. They pursue their private attempts at self-creation and influence
the shape and nature of the public sphere when their “redescriptions” begin
to be disseminated. Such influence by individuals and their descriptions
on the public sphere, which Rorty referenced, results in the decline
of religious faith, which—in Rorty’s opinion—has already occurred,
inter alia, due to the influence of scientific discoveries and the work of
philosophers.?1* It can be said, then, that thanks to creative individuals,
in the course of history, some vocabularies are pushed out by others. And
even though it is often difficult to determine the extent to which the
private shapes the public, it is certain that the process does occur.?!> And
was is acknowledged also by Rorty, when he pointed to the changes within
“the public vocabulary” that we use.?16

While investigating Rorty’s thought, it is also worth noticing that
the public context shapes the private vocabulary. This issue becomes
clearer when Rorty himself—after Wittgenstein—pointed to the idea
that there are no private languages, that “you cannot give meaning to a
word or a poem by confronting it with a nonlinguistic meaning, something
other than a bunch of already used words or a bunch of already written
poems.”?17 Rorty, when paraphrasing Wittgenstein, also wrote that every
poem requires a great dose of cultural “stage-setting.” In other words, each
and every one of our utterances lives in a certain context and is strictly
connected with it. Thus, Rorty thought that metaphors are novel uses of
old words, which is possible only when there is the background of the old
words used in the old, well-known way.?!8 Accordingly, it seems plausible
to state that the private portion of our final vocabulary is created within
the public context, the context that is constructed by the public vocabulary.

Proving that private language affects the public one and comes into
existence in the public context is to be considered an argument for the
presence of relations between the private sphere and the public sphere.
It is worth noting that Rorty also goes that direction in an interview
with the titled “Toward a Post-Metaphysical Culture.”?!® He admitted
that private beliefs or private languages describing anew how creators
see themselves penetrate public language and influences how we behave
toward others. Rorty said, “I don't think private beliefs can be fenced off
(from the public sphere]; they leak through, so to speak, and influence
the way one behaves toward other people.”?2? Such reasoning can also be
presented within Rorty’s text when he himself wrote about the relationship
between theory and practice. For Rorty, pragmatism does not include any
serious division into theory and practice, “all so-called ‘theory” which is
not wordplay is always already practice.”??! In consequence, Rorty repeated
Dewey’s idea that theory should be supported if it is likely to facilitate
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practice.??? Still, caution is desired, as theory can do much wrong. It is
visible, as Rorty noted, “when you weigh the good and the bad the social
novelists have done against the good and the bad the social theorists
have done,” for then “you find yourself wishing that there had been more
novels and fewer theories.”??3 For Rorty, writers are those who describe
how things are, and bring the problems of other people closer to us, while
theoreticians are those who try to describe in a new way, to create new
visions and theories that they would like to share to be recognized by
others, and to penetrate and unite with a public discourse. These theorists
for Rorty are often philosophers but also poets or activists who want to
“invent a new language because they want to invent a new self.”22* They
often want to synthesize this language describing the new self with the
public discourse. He added, however, that he did not think that they are
“synthesizable.”?2> And by saying that he again created confusion in light of
what he has said previously about the concepts of the “new self,” developed
when Hitler or Mao Zedong were in power, when their private languages
almost completely took over the public discourse.

Rorty’s Inconsistence?

In light of what has been said on the division into the private and the public
spheres, which Rorty advocated, as well as of the fact that it is possible to
find in Rorty’s thought a confirmation that we can talk of the influence of
the private vocabulary on the public one and of its shaping in the public
context, it is quite plausible to conclude that Rorty was inconsistent. This
inconsistency for some can be visible when, on the one hand, Rorty wrote,
“[F]or us ironists, theory has become a means to private perfection rather
than to human solidarity,’?2¢ and on the other hand when he presented us
with his proposal for a vocabulary based on particular words that are to
draw our attention to the suffering around us, and that are to contribute to
the implementation of an ideal liberal society. He also claimed that ironists
such as himself treat theories as idiosyncrasies, while elsewhere he himself
offers a theory that has certain connections with the public sphere.??” He
presented to us a new vocabulary, a new language, by means of which he
told the story of the division into the private and the public and of an ideal
liberal society, hoping that in the future, it could push out the old order.
Rorty’s ambition was to make it a vocabulary of a liberal society—of the
ideal liberal society “in which ironism, in the relevant sense, is universal.”?28
It might seem, however, for some, that according to his own philosophy,
this should be considered a private affair, aimed at one’s own self-creation.
And, thus, Rorty should not argue about his final vocabulary, to make
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others abandon the old vocabulary that they use and to replace it with a
new one. Rorty, however, seems to do otherwise. He presented his point of
view, discussed the objections to it, and focused on its advantages. Rorty’s
position—based on his claim that private idiosyncrasies should remain
private—is in this respect challenged with his own proceedings. Of course,
Rorty could say that it is dialogue and freedom that are the basic elements
of his philosophy, and thus it is not inappropriate that he had his works
published or that he tried to debate with those who criticized his ideas.
He would certainly say that it is important to debate, and not to resort to
violence. As long as we debate, no wrong will happen. It needs to be said,
though, that if such a debate—a debate on private final vocabularies—
is pursued in the public, it is inevitable for those private vocabularies to
permeate the public one. Even though, according to Rorty, philosophers
ought to privatize their projects, while pursuing a public debate they do
publicize them. They may assure us that their intentions are quite the
opposite, but, still, their actions have some specific consequences. Thus,
saying that the theories they preach have no significance for the public
sphere, that they are their private business only, or that it is “very unclear
what impact, if any, this will ever have on public discourse” does not sound
convincing.??? All that is uttered out loud in the course of dialogue ceases
to be a private affair of the utterer, and becomes a part of the public sphere:
it begins to function as an element of the “sphere” of communication, which
is as vast as there are disputants and listeners within it.230 Whether that
will have a small or large impact is a matter for observation, but have an
impact it certainly does. And Rorty in fact admitted to a certain extent that
what appears in the public sphere over the centuries “actually turns out to
have a certain impact.”23!

In light of the above it is worth adding that restricting our private
idiosyncrasies to the private sphere, so that they do not intertwine with
the public sphere, which actually, as it turned out, was not fully Rorty’s
point of view, could be realized only when the particular members of
our communities were deprived of their right to voice their opinions,
the right to speak of their world-visions freely, and the right to their
own final vocabularies. And it is needless to argue that this would cause
much harm to society. The conclusion to the above is, then, as follows:
it is impossible to separate the private sphere from the public one if, at
the same time, dialogue and freedom of speech are to be maintained.
Interactions between the spheres exist, which Rorty himself admitted,
and are necessary for social harmony and individual growth. In other
words, this is not the way to defend both the private and the public sphere
against threats.

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

On Rorty’s Sociopolitical Thought 69

Unjustified Fears

The private sphere influences the public one, and vice versa, and they
cannot be separated definitively. By separating the private from the
public sphere, Rorty wished to diminish the threat that may result
from a too expansive dissemination of one’s private visions of the world.
As was already mentioned, what he had in mind, in fact, when he was
advocating such separation was the radical sense of irony, evident in
ironist intellectuals or theoreticians that should be privatized. Irony as a
fallibilist civic virtue does not have to be privatized. In his contribution
to the Library of Living Philosophers focusing on his philosophy, Rorty
explained that the confusion as to what he meant appeared because his
“description of the liberal ironist was badly flawed,” and that he “conflated
two quite different sorts of people: the unruffled pragmatist and the
anguished existentialist adolescent.”?3> He had in mind two conflicting
senses of irony, a radical version, and a more moderate version. In light of
that, we can say that what he wanted to point out was rather the need to
diminish the threat coming from the ironist in the strong sense and not
from the liberal ironists—ironist in the weak sense.

Rorty was anxious also about rationality and justification, which he
viewed as strictly connected with the category of truth. However, these
fears are not justified. Rationality or justification are not to be avoided.
They are tools that can be used for different purposes. In order to support
such a claim, it is worth referring to what Rorty wrote about Orwell:
“He convinced us that there was a perfectly good chance that the same
developments which had made human equality technically possible might
make endless slavery possible.”?33 The same developments—intellectual
and poetic gifts—“which had made Greek philosophy, modern science, and
Romantic poetry possible might someday find employment in the Ministry
of Truth."”?3* When he was writing these words, Rorty should have become
aware of the fact that intellectual gifts, such as argumentation, rationality,
or justification, may also serve different purposes: both philosophy and
science, as well as torturers. The way intellectual gifts are to be utilized
depends on humans themselves, and not on the nature of the gifts, which,
supposedly, makes us use them in a particular way.

What has been said above about rationality and justification is relevant
also with respect to the category of truth. Even if somebody is an adherent
of an objective truth, it is not directly connected with the necessity of
acting in any particular way. It is not the category of truth—or any other
category—that is responsible for its particular usage. None of the visions
of the world connected with certain convictions and categories determines
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a particular action, regardless of whether it preaches the existence of an
objective reality or its construction by individuals.?3> We can insist either
on the objective existence of the world or its entirely social or cultural
nature. It does not matter whether we are convinced about the fact that
we know the objective truth or that everything is a product of culture. Our
actions do not depend on our belief in the objective and universal nature
of our reality or its cultural constitution, but on the way we use these
beliefs. Therefore, opposing any reference to the category of objective truth
and having the conviction that our beliefs are entirely cultural in nature
should not be a solution for all those whose aim is to realize liberal ideas
to a fuller extent and not to make others suffer. In order to protect liberal
values we should not oppose particular visions of the world but act in the
name of changing the individual interests that threaten them, influencing
the way of utilizing individual beliefs.23¢ The game revolves around the
way in which a given belief is to be used and what cultural and political
positions its adherents are to take.?3”

Is It Already “As Good™?

When commenting on Rorty’s philosophical arguments, it is worth noting
that he opposed the ideas of the Enlightenment, assuming that today
they are only a ladder that should be thrown away. He said, “Therefore
I urge that whatever good the ideas of ‘objectivity’ and ‘transcendence’
have done for our culture can be attained equally well by the idea of
a community which strives after both intersubjective agreement and
novelty—a democratic, progressive, pluralist community of the sort of
which Dewey dreamt.”?3 Rorty added that once we realize that, there
is a fair chance for the emergence of a culture that “could be [. . .] every
bit as self-critical and every bit as devoted to human equality as our own
familiar, and still metaphysical, liberal culture—if not more so0.”23°
Referring to the above, it can be said that it was only Rorty’s supposition
that such a culture would come into existence once we followed the path
he proposed. He was convincing us that such a culture would be based on
intersubjective understanding and innovation. It is interesting, however,
that this culture would be as much—or even more—"self-critical” and
devoted to human equality as our familiar, metaphysical, liberal culture.
On the basis of these words, it can be said that Rorty remarked that our
culture is not “as bad” as it could seem. Accordingly, we can ask ourselves
whether it is justifiable for us to try to “change” our culture and our
vocabulary if we think that “now everything is good.” Should such attempts
be based on the slogan “Let us change the direction of our journey, and
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then, perhaps, our culture will be ‘more” self-critical and devoted to human
equality than it is now”? It seems difficult to encourage “throwing the
ladder away,” abandoning the old vocabulary and utilizing a new one, if the
results are to be “as good” as what we have now. Reading these fragments,
we are quite confused; we had thought that Rorty had “important” motifs
for throwing the ladder away.

All Categories Are Good—As Long as They Bring Us Advantage

When talking about “throwing the ladder away,” Rorty discussed
abstract categories, which have paved the way for political and cultural
transformations. He discussed them using the past tense, as he did not
believe we still needed them. Such a statement is acceptable once we
assume that these categories no longer bring us any advantage. However,
it seems that they may still come in handy. If a bit of rhetoric is useful,
it seems right to retain it, especially if it can be used to pursue particular
purposes as far as changing ways of thinking and attitudes. For liberal
pragmatists, any area of rhetoric leading to a liberal goal should be
good.?*? However, Rorty did not put forward such a claim, though he
could have, for he himself argued that beliefs are the tools of successful
practice.?#! He could have followed this path if he had been aware of the
fact that the category of truth can still bring us advantages if it is used
appropriately and that it need not be dangerous. He did not follow this
path, though by agreeing that there is a possibility of being faithful to
the category of truth, and at the same time considering freedom a value
to be protected, he contributed to the idea that the category of truth no
longer seems so dangerous. He said that he recommended “the picture
of the self as a centerless and contingent web to those with similar tastes
and similar identities,” and that he did not recommend it to those with

a similar vocation but dissimilar moral identities—identities built, for
example, around the love of God, Nietzschean self-overcoming, the
accurate representation of reality as it is in itself, the quest for “one
right answer” to moral questions, or the natural superiority of a given
character type. Such persons need a more complex and interesting, less
simple-minded model of the self—one that meshes in complex ways
with complex models of such things as “nature” or “history”. Never-
theless, such persons may, for pragmatic rather than moral reasons, be
loyal citizens of a liberal democratic society. They may despise most of
their fellow citizens, but be prepared to grant that the prevalence of such

despicable character types is a lesser evil than the loss of political freedom.?#?
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On the basis of the above, it can be said that those believing in the
existence of objective truth can be good citizens of a liberal state as long
as they accept the role of freedom. The category of truth need not be
dangerous, or become the means of realizing the interests of a particular
class or race, if we also rely on the value of freedom and agree that our
interactions should be based on typical liberal freedoms.?#> Referring
to an absolute truth would not require depriving others of the freedom
of speech. What is more, it is possible to imagine that those who knew
it would lead others toward it, being well aware that if the other party
reached it on their own, the truth would be fully discovered and accepted.
It is only the certainty of knowing the truth without a simultaneous
respect for the freedom of another person that may result in using the
category of truth in a harmful way. Preaching the one and only truth
may become a basis for an oppressive ideology if adherents believe that
since they already know the truth, all the other opinions are not worth
being heard, and what need be done is make the “only” truth commonly
accepted, regardless of what it takes.

Conclusion

The problems connected with the use of the category of truth to which
Rorty pointed can be avoided. When Rorty’s fear of the category of
truth and of rational justification will disappear, it will not be necessary
to introduce a proposed division into the private and the public sphere,
which, as it has already been said, is hard to maintain. It needs to be
admitted that people depend on each other to a great extent, and their
actions are never private enough not to influence others. The only solution
is to seek harmony between the private sphere and the public sphere.
And sometimes Rorty was aware of this, for in spite of the distinction
between the private and the public that he introduced, he said that it was
advisable to “seek a balance between our idiosyncratic, private fantasies
and our public dealings with other people. He who finds this balance
could be called ‘wise.”244

In spite of all the ambiguities and inconsistencies, Rorty still has
something important to tell us. He believed that the idea of truth as
responsibility toward reality may be gradually replaced with the idea
of what we begin to believe in free and open encounters, in the course
of domination-free discussions. As a consequence of these discussions,
we will label any of their results as “true” or “good.” The only overall
criterion for truth that is needed in their course is the idea of “undistorted
communication.” However, Rorty wrote that he did not think “there is
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much to be said about what counts as ‘undistorted’ except ‘the sort you
get when you have democratic political institutions and the conditions
for making these institutions function.”245

Rorty believed that the turn in history has made it easier for us to
replace the category of truth with the category of freedom. In his opinion,
it is freedom that is now crucial for thinking and for social progress.?4¢
He believed that if we take care of freedom, the truth will take care of
itself.247 This thought becomes more comprehensible if we listen to what
Rorty had to say in analyzing Orwell’s 1984, and especially in light of the
following passage from it: “The obvious, the silly, and the true had got to
be defended. Truisms are true, hold on to that! The solid world exists, its
laws do not change. Stones are hard, water is wet, objects unsupported
fall towards the earth’s centre.”?*® While commenting on the quote, Rorty
claimed that it is, inter alia, on its account that Orwell is read as a realist
philosopher, a defender of common sense against the educated ironists.
It is assumed that what is crucial for Orwell is the classic opposition
between unreal appearances and bare reality. Rorty, however, sought
to offer a different interpretation: he stressed that Orwell’s output in
making the public sensitive to the instances of cruelty and humiliation
“is not usefully thought of as a matter of stripping away appearance and
revealing reality. It is better thought of as a redescription of what may
happen or has been happening—to be compared, not with reality, but
with alternative descriptions of the same events.”?*® While presenting
this alternative interpretation, Rorty argued that “it does not matter
whether ‘two plus two is four’ is true, much less whether this truth is
‘subjective’ or ‘corresponds to external reality’. All that matters is that
if you do believe it, you can say it without getting hurt. In other words,
what matters is your ability to talk to other people about what seem
to you true, not what is in fact true.”?0 What matters the most is “the
freedom to be honest with one another and not be punished for it.”?*! For
the sake of a short recapitulation, it can be said that in his philosophy
Rorty proposed a shift from epistemology to politics, from explaining
the relation between “reason” and reality to explaining the ways in which
political freedom has changed our understanding of the goals of human
cognition. And, as he himself claimed, Dewey was willing to take a step
toward freedom, which he followed, but from which Habermas has hung
back.?>? But is Rorty right?
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ON HABERMAS’S THEORY
OF COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

Introduction

From Radical Criticism to Reform

Richard Rorty said that today nonanalytic philosophy, with some
exceptions, is dominated not by social hope but by despair about the
condition of the world. As he noted, “Because the typical member of this
tradition is obsessed with the idea of ‘radical criticism’, when he or she
turn to politics it is rarely in a reformist, pragmatic spirit, but rather in a
mood either of deep pessimism or of revolutionary fury. Except for a few
writers such as Habermas.” We should agree with Rorty that, indeed,
Jiirgen Habermas is not somebody interested only in criticism. He is
most certainly a reformist. His own critical analysis of the contempo-
rary world has not made him lose hope—which, unfortunately, is the case
with critical theory—in reform being possible. As far as critical theory is
concerned, he has stated,

The research program of the 1930s stood and fell with its histori-
cal-philosophical trust in the rational potential of bourgeois culture—a
potential that would be released in social movements under the pressure
of developed forces of production. Ironically, however, the critiques of
ideology carried out by Horkheimer, Marcuse, and Adorno confirmed
them in the belief that culture was losing its autonomy in postliberal
societies and was being incorporated into the machinery of the econom-
ic-administrative system. The development of productive forces, and
even critical thought itself, was moving more and more into a perspec-

tive of bleak assimilation to their opposites.?

75
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The drawbacks of critical theory include, at least as Habermas has
presented it, the concept of truth it has assumed. In his opinion, it was
and is impossible for it to be reconciled with the fallibilism characteristic
of scientific work. It was a concept based on an idea of instrumental reason
oriented toward success only. Moreover, critical theory does not appreciate
the achievements of bourgeois democracy.? Unlike the representatives
of critical theory, Habermas has continued to believe that “the formal
features of bourgeois systems of law and constitutions, of bourgeois
political institutions in general, demonstrate a conceptual structure of
moral-practical thought and interpretation which must be considered
superior in relation to the built-in moral categories of traditional and
legal political institutions.” Such a structure is superior since it is based
on ideas that, in Habermas’s opinion, are worth preserving. What is
more, this structure is the ground that allows us to tackle moral-practical
issues.’

Pointing to the drawbacks of critical theory, Habermas has stressed
that they still can be handled. In his opinion, it is crucial to get rid of its
normative deficiencies by turning to the idea of “communicative agreement”
inherent in language theory. Thus, the philosopher presents his position as
revolving around the intuition that any linguistic communication includes
the pursuit of agreement. Acknowledging this phenomenon is an important
step in the direction of the idea of communicative rationality. The next
step is to use this concept in social and institutional conditions.® However,
as Habermas has remarked, one needs to be cautious at this point not
to fall into the traps of fundamentalism or linguistic transcendentalism.

Habermas put forward his beliefs in The Theory of Communicative
Action, which is to serve as an introduction to explaining the normative
basis for a critical theory of society. As far as the theory of communicative
action itself is concerned, Habermas said, “The theory of communicative
action is meant to provide an alternative to the philosophy of history on
which earlier critical theory still relied, but which is no longer tenable.
It is intended as a framework within which interdisciplinary research
on the selective pattern of capitalist modernization can be taken up
once again.”” An alternative to the philosophy of history, in Habermas’s
opinion, this theory is also to have a reformist nature. How does it
manifest itself? Habermas argued in The Theory of Communicative Action
that describing its significance can aid us in accomplishing the goal of
reviving the communicative opportunities that have been lost. This shall
be possible through acknowledging the role of communicative action
and communicative rationality, based on the concept of validity claims.
This rationality, in Habermas’s opinion, is deeply rooted in the social
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life-form. Thanks to rationality and communicative action, it becomes
possible to rationalize different world-visions, to rationalize systems of
actions, and to rationalize society. In his magnum opus, Habermas also
presented other crucial elements of the theory of action, such as action
oriented toward mutual understanding or to the symbolically structured
lifeworld. He reconstructed these, discussing the important ingredients
of the sociological theories of society. While doing so, he departed from
earlier attempts that consisted in foregrounding the critical theory of
society by means of a methodological perspective or of an epistemological
perspective.

The Structure of the Theory of Communicative Action

To a great extent, Habermas referred to the crucial elements of the theory
of communicative action from the point of view of the history of social
theory. In heading in the direction of analyzing the sociological origins of
the theory of social rationalization, Habermas wished also to expose the
commonness of the concept of communicative rationality.® As far as the
path he followed is concerned, he said, “This is the path I shall follow—not
with the intention of carrying out historical investigations; rather, I shall
take up conceptual strategies, assumptions, and lines of argument from
Weber to Parsons with the systematic aim of laying out the problems that
can be solved by means of a theory of rationalization developed in terms of
the basic concept of communicative action.” At the same time, Habermas
opposed the philosophy of mind based on the subject-object model. He
argued that its conceptual frames do not allow for referring to the issue
of rationalization in a way that can be satisfactory. Following the history
of Weber’s thesis on social rationalization, Habermas exposed the limits
of the approach based on the theory of mind and presented arguments
for a change of paradigm. He proposed a change in the understanding of
the role of action and a shift from goal-oriented action to communicative
action. In Max Weber’s thought, among the three types of rationality that
emerged after the decline of traditional visions of the world, it is only goal-
oriented rationality that has found an embodiment in the institutions of
contemporary society. Habermas criticized such a stance, since he believed
that it would be a mistake to investigate the rationality of the systems of
action only in terms of goal-oriented rationality. This criticism was for
him a starting point for further analysis of the concept of communicative
action, beginning with the social theory of George H. Mead and Emile
Durkheim, about whom he wrote, “On the basis of Mead and Durkheim, I
attempt to develop an evolutionary perspective for the increasing reflexive
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fluidity of world-views, for a continuing process of individuation, and
for the emergence of a universalistic moral and legal system through
the simultaneous detachment and liberation of communicative action
from institutionally frozen contexts.”9 It is Mead and Durkheim who,
in Habermas’s opinion, have created the categories that have enabled the
freeing of the theory of rationalization from the aporias of the philosophy
of mind—who contributed to the emergence of a new paradigm, which is
not an abstract invention. Mead has accomplished that with his theory
of communication and with treating action as symbolic interaction;
Durkheim—with the theory of social solidarity, presenting the normative
grounds for intersubjective agreement.

When writing about Mead, Habermas pointed also to his analysis of
the origins of self and of society, and proved their significance for his own
theory. Socialization is here depicted as a process of individualization, the
shaping of identity as connected with assimilating the normative structures
of intersubjective nature, and the private as something that is subject to
intersubjective interpretation and criticism. In the case of Durkheim,
Habermas pointed, among other things, to his theory of religion, which, in
turn, allows one to discern in the common consciousness the translinguistic
roots of communicative action, having a symbolic nature. Thus, it is
possible to take them into consideration while analyzing communicative
action guided by norms. According to Habermas, analyses of Mead’s and
Durkheim’s concepts allow for the reconstruction of the structure of the
original medium used for coordinating social actions, that is, linguistic
interaction guided by norms.

This is a précis of what Habermas has written on some social theories.
It is, however, sufficient in this context, for it is not his analyses of social
theories that are of the greatest importance to us; what matters the most
is the fruit that they bring: the purposes that some of these ideas can
serve, These deliberations are pursued in the introduction to The Theory
of Communicative Action, as are some further reflections on issues of a
systematic nature. At the beginning, Habermas presents us with the
formal-pragmatist approach characteristic of the theory of communicative
action. Then he elaborates on the concept of the lifeworld and makes a
clear distinction between the miscellaneous or “rationalized” lifeworlds—
which are reproduced via communicative action—and the formally
organized systems of action, based on steering media, so as to further
investigate the tendencies of the connection of lifeworlds and systems to
disappear. Finally, having combined research on the history of theory with
systematic analysis, Habermas pointed to the tasks that the present-day
critical theory of society encounters. It is these elements of The Theory of
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Communicative Action that are to be the object of our further deliberations.
They are particularly important for understanding Habermas’s concepts
and their reformist potential.

Central Problems in the Theory of Action

The Theory of Communicative Action revolves, obviously, around the idea of
communicative action, which, as the author wrote, “provides access to three
intertwined topic complexes: first, a concept of communicative rationality
that is sufficiently skeptical in its development but is nevertheless resistant
to cognitive-instrumental abridgments of reason; second, a two-level
concept of society that connects the ‘lifeworld” and ‘system’ paradigms
in more than a rhetorical fashion; and finally, a theory of modernity
that explains the type of social pathologies that are today becoming
increasingly visible, by way of the assumption that communicatively
structured domains of life are being subordinated to the imperatives of
autonomous, formally organized systems of action.”!! In this chapter,
these three topic complexes are to be reconstructed in the above order.
This shall allow us to delve into the basic elements of Habermas’s theory
of communicative action deeply enough so as to point to the particular
portions of it that are important for accomplishing the task set forth at

the beginning of this book.

Communicative Rationality and Communicative Action

What is crucial for Habermas'’s thought and our further deliberations is
the concept of communicative rationality, by means of which, as he himself
has claimed, it is possible to explicate the idea of reconciliation and the
idea of freedom. He claimed that the theory of action, whose starting point
already contains a project for an ideal communicative community, is more
than well-suited for that purpose. As far as its role is concerned, he said,
“This Utopia serves to reconstruct an undamaged intersubjectivity that
allows both for unconstrained mutual understanding among individuals
and for the identities of individuals who come to an unconstrained
understanding with themselves.”'? According to Habermas, creating
conditions for the emergence of an ideal communicative community shall
take us closer to realizing the idea of reconciliation and of freedom, to
building a community based on mutual communication, in which there
will be no coercion. He based his “Utopia”—a road sign of a sort—on
the concepts of communicative rationality and communicative action. He
argued that once such an action occurs it shall become possible for the
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rationality inherent in it to break free, and, by that, it shall be possible to
erase the archaic core of rationality. Accordingly, there will be more space
for rationalizing world-visions, for universalizing law and morality, and for
a quicker process of individualization. Thus, the utopia, which has only
pointed to certain possibilities, shall begin to be actually implemented.

Such a project sounds more than interesting. In order to understand
it properly, it is necessary to pay close attention, first, to the concepts of
rationality, especially communicative rationality, and then to the concept
of communicative action.

COMMUNICATIVE RATIONALITY

In the first chapter of The Theory of Communicative Action, which is
concerned with giving a preliminary definition of rationality, Habermas
begins the exposition of his perspective on rationality by sketching out
his understanding of the idea. He argued that it is symbolic expressions—
linguistic and nonlinguistic, communicative and noncommunicative
actions—that embody knowledge that can be rational. In the case of the
original action and its means of expression, one who aims at communicating
something articulates a thought. In the case of the latter, one deliberately
interferes with the world. Both types of expression and the connected
actions—communicative and teleological—that embody fallible knowledge
can be subject to criticism. Such criticism shall refer to the claim that
the acting subject connects with his or her expression, as long as it has
been aimed as a statement or as a purposeful action. As Habermas said,
“For A does not make an assertion unless he makes a truth claim for
the asserted proposition p and therewith indicates his conviction that
his statement can, if necessary, be defended. And B does not perform
a goal-oriented action, that is, he does not want to accomplish an end
by it unless he regards the action planned as promising and therewith
indicates his conviction that, in the given circumstances, his choice of
means can if necessary be explained.”’® Thus, in the first case, action is
accompanied by a truth claim that is crucial for statements concerning
the state of affairs in the world; in the second, action is accompanied
by a claim for a positive result or effectiveness as far as rules for action
allowing for one’s integration with the world are concerned. Habermas
then goes on to say, “With his assertion, A makes reference to something
that in fact occurs in the objective world; with his purposive activity, B
makes reference to something that should occur in the objective world. In
doing so both raise claims with their symbolic expressions, claims that
can be criticized and argued for, that is, grounded. The rationality of
their expressions is assessed in light of the internal relations between the
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semantic content of these expressions, their conditions of validity, and the
reasons (which could be provided, if necessary) for the truth of statement
or for the effectiveness of actions.”™* The rationality of the expression in
question can be either criticized or justified. Next Habermas argued,
“An expression satisfies the precondition for rationality if and insofar
as it embodies fallible knowledge and therewith has a relation to the
objective world (that is, a relation to the facts) and is open to objective
judgment. A judgment can be objective if is undertaken on the basis of
a transsubjective validity claim that has the same meaning for observers
and nonparticipants as it has for the acting subject himself. Truth and
efficiency are claims of this kind.”"> As Habermas claimed, tackling
rationality through criticizing it has certain drawbacks. Such an approach
is too abstract, for it does not articulate the important distinctions, and
it is too narrow, since the expression “rational” is used not only in the
context of expressions that can be true or false, effective or ineffective.
Referring to the first of the drawbacks, Habermas argued that
the cognitive concept of rationality can be presented in two distinct
ways. It is possible to talk of cognitive-instrumental rationality, which
is connected with the successful self-maintenance “made possible by
informed disposition over, and intelligent adaptation to conditions of
contingent environment.”1® It is also possible to talk of communicative
rationality. As Habermas puts it, the concept “carries with it connotations
based ultimately on the central experience of the unconstrained, unifying,
consensus-bringing force of argumentative speech, in which different
participants overcome their merely subjective views and, owing to the
mutuality of rationally motivated conviction, assure themselves of both the
unity of the objective world and the intersubjectivity of their lifeworld.””
In turn, while referring to the latter drawback, he said that though,
indeed, justified statements and effective actions are proofs of rationality,
there are also other types of expression that can rest on valid arguments,
even though they are not followed by truth claims or claim for success
in accomplishing a goal. Someone can be called rational also “if he is
following an established norm” or “if he makes known a desire or an
intention, expresses a feeling or a mood, shares a secret, confesses a deed,
etc.”18 These actions, regulated by norms, or the articulations of inner
states, have “the character of meaningful expressions, understandable in
their context, which are connected with criticizable validity claims.”1°
It is also the case that in these rational behaviors the possibility of the
intersubjective recognition of criticizable validity claims, in terms of their
normative righteousness or subjective honesty, is quite crucial. Habermas
stressed that “with these expressions the speaker can refer not to something
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in the objective world but only to something in a common social world or
in his own subjective world.”?% His or her expressions can be justified or
criticized, by thus fulfilling the condition for rationality.

In light of the above, it is obvious that Habermas paid particular
attention to communicative rationality. He argued that by acknowledging
its presence and its role in the process of shaping a consensus, we overcome
the abstractness of approaches based only on the cognitive-instrumental
function of our actions and cognitive processes. In other words, in his
Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas observed that rationality is a
concept that is not restricted to the expressions connected with validity
and efficacy claims. To this point, he wrote,

actions regulated by norms, expressive self-presentations, and also eval-
uative expressions, supplement constative speech acts in constituting a
communicative practice which, against the background of a lifeworld, is
oriented to achieving, sustaining, and reviewing consensus—and indeed
a consensus that rests on the intersubjective recognition of criticizable
validity claims. The rationality inherent in this practice is seen in the
fact that a communicatively achieved agreement must be based in the
end on reasons. And the rationality of those who participate in this
communicative practice is determined by whether, if necessary, they
could, under suitable circumstances, provide reasons for their expressions.
Thus the rationality proper to the communicative practice of everyday
life points to the practice of argumentation as a court of appeal that
makes it possible to continue communicative action with other means
when disagreements can no longer be repaired with everyday routines

and yet are not to be settled by the direct or strategic use of force.?!

Acknowledging other kinds of expressions means obtaining a more
accurate picture of linguistic actions creating communicative practice
aimed at consensus. This consensus shall be accomplished every time
by means of criticizing validity claims that accompany our expressions.
Agreement reached in the course of such a criticism shall be based on
relevant arguments.

ARGUMENTATION

The deliberations on communicative rationality are based on the crucial—
for Habermas'’s philosophy—-concepts of argumentation, rational action,
and validity claims. And these need to be discussed in more detail, for this
shall determine the proper understanding of the concept of communicative
rationality per se.
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Starting with the concept of argumentation firs, it is worth observing
that its place in Habermas’s philosophy is strictly connected with his
theory of argumentation. The aim of this theory is to reconstruct
formal-pragmatist premises and the conditions for rational behavior. For
Habermas, within the frames of this theory, argumentation is a type of
utterance in the course of which the interlocutors present opposing validity
claims and try to refer to them by means of arguments, either agreeing
or criticizing, These arguments comprise certain reasons and are strictly
connected with certain validity claims. Habermas distinguishes between
three aspects of utterances that use arguments. They can be conceived of
as a process, in the course of which the interlocutors need to assume that
the act of communication between them shall be free from coercion, and
if there is to be a coercion of some sort, it shall be the coercion to use
better arguments and no other. In this case, the only motivation will be
to cooperate in the search for truth. Argumentation can also be conceived
of as a procedure, a form of interaction, during which the interlocutors
thematize validity claims and, assuming a hypothetical attitude, “test
with reasons, and only with reasons, whether the claim defended by the
proponents rightfully stand or not.”?? Utterances using arguments can also
be conceived of as creating apt arguments, thanks to which “validity claims
can be redeemed or rejected.”?3

Accordingly, Habermas claimed that the basic intuition connected with
argumentation can, in the processual aspect, be characterized “by the
intention of convincing a universal audience and gaining general assent for
an utterance; from the procedural perspective, by the intention of ending
a dispute about hypothetical validity claims with a rationally motivated
agreement; and from the product perspective by the intention of grounding
or redeeming a validity claim with arguments.””* However, as Habermas
stressed, any argumentation requires the form of organization that lies at
the basis of the cooperative search for truth. It is “learning processes—
through which we acquire theoretical knowledge and moral insight, extend
and renew our evaluative language, and overcome self-deceptions and
difficulties in comprehension” that rely on these arguments.?> And the

aim is to shape intersubjective beliefs with better arguments.26

RATIONAL ACTION AND VALIDITY CLAIMS

In Habermas’s opinion, the theory of argumentation serves to explain
both the rationality of expression and the rationality of subjects able
to communicate and act. In the theory, the ability to properly argue
is an expression of the ability to act rationally, which is characteristic
of a person who can, among other things, provide reasons for his or
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her expressions. Therefore, Habermas calls “rational” those who in
the cognitive-instrumental domain articulate justified beliefs and act
effectively. Their rationality is connected then with the ability to learn on
the basis of their mistakes, as well as their ability to challenge hypotheses
and overcome failures, which result from intervening in the world. In
this case, the medium shall consist in theoretical discourse, within which
validity claims are a point of discussion.

In Habermas’s opinion, we call “rational” also those who in the moral-
practical domain can justify their actions by referring to existing normative
contexts. They act commonsensically and they do not indulge in their
affections, neither do they motivate their actions with bare interest but
instead try to assess a conflict from a moral point of view without a bias,
and resolve it by means of a consensus. In this case, the medium consists
in practical discourse, with the help of which it is possible to hypothetically
test whether the norm guiding the action can be validated or not. Thus,
this discourse serves an exchange of arguments, their topics being the
claims for normative righteousness.

We encounter a rational attitude not only in the cognitive-instrumental
or moral-practical domains but also when we are faced with evaluative
expressions, expressions articulating inner states, and explicative discourse.
Thus, we call “rational” also those who interpret their set of needs
according to culturally rooted standards of evaluation and who are able
to be critical with respect to those standards. Moreover, in Habermas's
opinion, we can call rational also someone who is willing to break free
from illusions that rest not on mistakes with respect to facts but on
misunderstandings of his or her own experiences, as well as someone who is
willing to pursue consensus and, in case of disturbances in communication,
is willing to challenge linguistic rules.

In light of what has been said above, Habermas wrote that “rationality
is understood to be a disposition of speaking and acting subjects that is
expressed in modes of behavior for which there are good reasons or grounds.
This means that rational expressions admit of objective evaluation. This
is true of all symbolic expressions that are, at least implicitly, connected
with validity claims (or with claims that stand in internal relation to a
criticizable validity claim). Any explicit examination of controversial
validity claims requires an exacting form of communication satisfying the
conditions of argumentation.”?”

To be in accordance with the above, all rational expressions need to be
implicitly or explicitly connected with criticizable validity claims. As it has
already been said, these claims are connected with particular discourses—
forms of argumentation. Habermas distinguishes between theoretical
discourse and the related claim for truth and effectiveness (articulated via
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cognitive-instrumental expressions); practical discourse and the related
claim for righteousness (articulated via moral-practical expressions);
aesthetic criticism and the related claim for adequacy (articulated via
evaluative expressions); therapeutic criticism and the related claim for
honesty (articulated via the expressions of experiences); and explicative
discourse and the related claim for comprehensibility or correctness. All
of the above forms of argumentation differ from each other with respect
to the relevant validity claims. These validity claims, at first presented
hypothetically, are criticizable, and by that they can be intersubjectively
accepted or not.?8

VALIDITY OF EXPRESSION AND JUSTIFICATION

According to Habermas, validity claims are one of the categories that
make it possible to grasp the essence of the discourse theory of truth.
He listed three categories: “conditions of validity (which are fulfilled when
an utterance holds good), validity-claims (which speakers raise with their
utterances, for their validity), and redemption of a validity-claim (in the
framework of a discourse which is sufficiently close to the conditions of
an ideal speech situation for the consensus aimed at by the participants
to be brought about solely through the force of the better argument, and
in this sense to be ‘rationally motivated’).””® And these categories as well
as the discourse theory of truth comprise an intuition that—as Habermas
wrote—is quite simple:

Validity-claims are explicitly thematized only in non-trivial cases, but
it is precisely in these cases that there are no rules of verification avail-
able which would make it possible to decide directly whether certain
conditions of validity are fulfilled or not [...]. Rather a play of argu-
mentation is required, in which motivating reasons take the place of
the unavailable knock-down arguments. If one accepts this description,
it becomes clear that the following difficulty arises in the attempt to
explain what it means to say that an utterance is valid. An utterance
is valid when its conditions of validity are fulfilled. According to our
description the fulfillment or non-fulfillment of conditions of validity,
in problematic cases, can only be ascertained by means of argumentative
redemption of the corresponding validity-claims. The discourse theory
of truth, then, explains what it means to redeem a validity-claim by an
analysis of the general pragmatic presuppositions of the attainment of

a rationally-motivated consensus.3?

And therefore Habermas argued that the occurrence of validity claims
is related to the redemption—or fulfilling—of the conditions for the
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rightness of a given expression. A validity claim can be articulated
explicitly or implicitly. The interlocutor can accept it, discard it, or ignore
it.3! It is the discursive “compensation” for validity claims that determines
whether a given expression, a given utterance, is to be considered justified.
In other words, a sentence will be justified if the discussion as well
as its results are based on previously respected validity claims, which
are an important element of communication. As Habermas remarked,
“[G]rounding descriptive statements means establishing the existence
of states of affairs; grounding normative statement, establishing the
acceptability of actions or norms of actions; grounding evaluative
statements,”? establishing the choice of particular actions or norms of
values that are, in turn, a reference point for the evaluations articulated;
“grounding expressive statements, establishing the transparency of self-
presentations; and grounding explicative statements, establishing that
the symbolic expressions have been produced correctly.” The process
of grounding—or justifying—will require resolving the conflict over
validity claims via “discursive” conditions—when “the meaning of the
problematic validity claim conceptually forces participants to suppose
that a rationally motivated agreement could in principle be achieved,
whereby the phrase ‘in principle’ expresses the idealizing proviso: if only
the argumentation could be conducted openly enough and continued
long enough.”* As Habermas claimed, in the course of argumentation
(in theoretical, practical, or explicative discourse), the interlocutors also
need to assume that they have ensured the conditions for an ideal situation
of linguistic communication, conditions that are as close to the ideal of
undistorted communication as possible.

Accordingly, it can be said that once we are provided with the conditions
for facilitating dialogue, once all the parties use their argumentation
for the sake of, for instance, establishing the rightness of their stances,
once they assume the possibility of arriving at agreement in the course of
eliminating secondary arguments and choosing better ones, we will partake
in the process of justifying. Eventually, a stance containing validity claims
shall be justified if this is to be universally accepted.

UNIVERSAL ACCEPTANCE

Due to argumentation for or against criticizable validity claims, it is
possible to arrive at rationally motivated agreement, universal acceptance,
and, we need to add, public universal acceptance. It will be possible due
to the willingness to be criticized, to exchange arguments, to adjust one’s
own beliefs, to learn on the basis of one’s own mistakes, to cooperate
while searching for the truth, and to convince the other participants of
the discourse by means of apt reasoning. For Habermas, it is precisely
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the accuracy of reasoning that is the manifestation of the strength of an
argument; this strength is expressed, inter alia, whether it convinces the
participants of the discourse or not, whether it motivates accepting given
validity claims.?®

This shaping of intersubjective beliefs by means of better argumentation,
convincing the public, and accomplishing rationally motivated agreement
deserving universal acceptance of all those interested can occur, in
Habermas’s opinion, pursuant to communicative action. And it is precisely
communicative action that shall be discussed next. However, before that,
it is important to point to yet another issue: the warning put forward by
Habermas.

While writing about the idea of validity, Habermas warned against the
danger of substituting it with the idea of acceptability. He himself used
the concept of acceptability; however, he understands it as agreeing with
others given reasons and arguments. Universal acceptance is, then, based
on reasons, and not on, for example, coercion. Were we to talk of coercion
determining such a universal acceptance, it would be only the coercion
created by virtue of better argumentation. In other words, one should not
equate the idea of validity with the idea of acceptability, just as legality
should not be equated with social obligation. Such legality, in Habermas’s
opinion, transcends the limits of space and time, and the reasons connected
with it should be as rational and as independent of the circumstances as
possible. Accordingly, he wrote about a certain kind of “unconditionality”
and “impartiality”:3¢ “The theory of communicative action aims at the
moment of unconditionality that, with criticizable validity claims, is built
into the conditions of processes of consensus formation. As claims they
transcend all limitations of space and time, all the provincial limitations of
the given context.””” However, Habermas argued that this moment, saved
and stored in the discursive concepts of fallible truth and morality, “is not
an absolute, or it is at most an absolute that has become fluid as a critical
procedure. Only with this residue of metaphysics can we do battle against
the transfiguration of the world through metaphysical truths.”?® These
words sound controversial, and so does the entire issue of the universality
of validity claims. This should be discussed in more detail; however, this
will take place once we deliberate on other crucial concepts in the theory
of communicative action. The next one to be discussed is communicative
action itself.

COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

Communicative action, according to Habermas, belongs to a much
broader group of linguistic actions. He distinguished between actions
oriented toward success and actions oriented toward understanding. The
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former includes instrumental actions and strategic actions; the latter,
communicative action. These two basic forms of actions exist within social
interactions connected with reasons; subjects, while speaking and acting,
draw on their knowledge and at least implicitly utter the claim for validity
or for success. They differ in the mechanisms of coordinating action.
In the first, these involve fulfilling sets of interests; in the latter, they
involve the pursuit of achieving understanding.3 As far as instrumental
action and strategic action are concerned, Habermas said, “We call an
action oriented to success instrumental when we consider it under the
aspect of following technical rules of action and assess the efficiency of an
intervention into a complex circumstances and events. We call an action
oriented to success strategic when we consider it under the aspect of
following rules of rational choice and assess the efficacy of influencing the
decisions of a rational opponent. Instrumental actions can be connected
with and subordinated to social interactions of a different type—for
example, as the ‘task elements’ of social roles; strategic actions are
social actions by themselves.? Actions oriented toward understanding,
including communicative actions, are quite different from the above.
Habermas talks of communicative action when the interlocutors agree
on their actions in the course of a process of reaching a consensus, not
minding the possibilities of achieving a success. Thus, what he calls
communicative actions are those forms of social interaction in which
“plans of action of different actors are co-ordinated through an exchange
of communicative acts, that is, through a use of language [. . .] oriented
towards reaching understanding.”™! In the course of such an action, the
interlocutors position success in the foreground. They aim at “their
individual goals under the condition that they can harmonize their plans
of action on the basis of common situation definitions,”? that they can
come up with a common scope of acting. Negotiating these definitions
is an important element of the processes of communication that occur in
communicative action.

Habermas observed that in dividing linguistic action into action oriented
toward success and action oriented toward understanding, we encounter a
difficulty connected with the fact that, on the one hand, communicative
acts by which the speaker and the listener arrive at an agreement are
treated as a mechanism of coordinating action, and, on the other hand,
that not every instance of interaction mediated by language constitutes an
example of action oriented toward understanding. In order to avoid this
difficulty, Habermas claimed that the use of language as oriented toward
understanding is the original mode of arriving at agreement, and implying
something or contributing to a particular understanding of something is an
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intermediate mode—a parasite on the original one. As Habermas noted,
it is precisely this division that John Austin introduced, distinguishing
between illocutions and perlocutions.*?

Austin, as Habermas highlighted, distinguished between locutionary,
illocutionary, and perlocutionary acts. Locutions serve to express states
of affairs. By means of locutionary acts, the speaker performs certain
activities—he or she states, promises, or commands. Such an act always
occurs alongside communicative intention, so that the listener can
understand and accept an utterance. It is in itself sufficient, for “the
communicative intent of the speaker and the illocutionary aim he is
pursuing follow from the manifest meaning of what is said.”** In turn,
perlocutionary acts serve the speaker to bring about a particular effect
in the listener. They occur when “a speaker acts in an orientation to
success and thereby instrumentalizes speech acts for purposes that are
only contingently related to the meaning of what is said.”*> Building on
these distinctions, Habermas claimed that “the three acts that Austin
distinguishes can be characterized in the following catch-phrases: to say
something, to act in saying something, to bring about something through
acting in saying something.”#¢

Taking into consideration the above—and using the terminology
introduced by Austin—Habermas argued that communicative action,
which is his central focus, differs from strategic interactions in the
fact that all the participants pursue it in order to realize illocutionary
purposes—in order to reach understanding. This understanding,
emerging in the course of the process of arriving at agreement, must
be accepted by the participants as valid. Habermas said to this end
that “[p]rocesses of reaching understanding aim at an agreement that
meets the conditions of rationally motivated assent to the content of an
utterance. A communicatively achieved agreement has a rational basis;
it cannot be imposed be either party, whether instrumentally through
intervention in the situation directly or strategically through influencing
the decisions of opponents.”” This agreement can be reached in the course
of interaction consisting in criticizing validity claims. Agreement is here
an intersubjective acceptance of these claims put forward by the speaker
within an utterance. Agreeing with one of them, the speaker accepts also
the other two claims presented implicitly.

This understanding, reached communicatively and rationally, emerges
within shared normative agreement, sharing of propositional knowledge,
and mutual trust in their respective subjective honesty. It is measured
according to three criteria, as the interlocutors “cannot avoid embedding
their speech acts in precisely three world-relations and claiming validity

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

90 The Rorty-Habermas Debate

for them under three aspects.”® A reference to something in the objective
world, something in the social world, and something in the subjective
world are used by the speaker and by the listener as somewhat of an
interpretative framework, within which they develop common definitions
of their situation connected with acting.

To sum up, it can be said that communicative action, strictly connected
with Habermas’s idea of communicative rationality, is based on a
cooperative process of interpretation, with respect to what counts, which
are only those linguistic acts with which the speaker connects criticizable
validity claims. Habermas said that “only those speech acts with which a
speaker connects a criticizable validity claim can move a hearer to accept
an offer independently of external forces. In this way they can be effective
as a mechanism for coordinating action.”’

Lifeworld and System

Generally speaking, we can distinguish between three dimensions inherent
in the concept of communicative rationality: “[FJirst, the relation of the
knowing subject to a world of events or facts; second, the relation to a
social world of an acting, practical subject entwined in interaction with
others; and finally, the relation of a suffering and passionate subject
[...] to its own inner nature, to its own subjectivity and the subjectivity
of others.”® In Habermas’s opinion, we are able to observe these three
dimensions when we analyze the process of communication from the
perspective of its participants. In this process, yet another role is played
by the lifeworld, on which the process of reaching an understanding is
based. In other words, the deliberations on communicative rationality
and communicative action need to be supplemented with the concept of
the lifeworld. This lifeworld is a constituent of mutual understanding as
such. It is the place where the speaker and the listener meet, and where
they can put forward claims and criticize them. Systematic referencing
of these actions creates formal conceptions of the world. In Habermas'’s
opinion, it is due to them that the participants of communication, coming
from a common lifeworld, communicate with each other with respect to
something in the objective, in the social, and in the subjective world. Both
the concept of the lifeworld as well as the formal conceptions of the world
need to be discussed in more detail.

LIFEWORLD—IMPLICIT KNOWLEDGE AND CONTEXT

The lifeworld consists of nonproblematic convictions that are its hidden
grounds, convictions that are self-evident, as well as the faculties mastered
in a naive way. According to Habermas, it is present only in a prereflective
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form. The concept of action as oriented toward understanding allows us
to comprehend these hidden grounds that Habermas called “knowledge
not articulated explicitly” and that appear in the cooperative processes
of interpre‘cing.51 Habermas hopes that in the right circumstances, the
participants of strategic or communicative actions, wishing to reach
success or to reach understanding, will be able to identify when they are
trying to understand each other, and when the attempts at understanding
are to fail on the basis of this pretheoretical, intuitive, and implicit
knowledge.

Communicative action, as already discussed above, depends on implicit
knowledge. However, it is also dependent on situational contexts, which
are the components of the lifeworld of interacting participants. Habermas
wrote,

If the investigations of the last decade in socio-, ethno-, and psycho-
linguistics converge in any one respect, it is on the often and variously
demonstrated point that the collective background and context of
speakers and hearers determines interpretations of their explicit utter-
ances to an extraordinarily high degree. Searle has taken up this
doctrine of empirical pragmatics and criticized the long dominant view
that sentences get literal meaning only by virtue of the rules for using the
expressions contained in them. So far, I have also construed the meaning
of speech acts as literal meaning in this sense. Naturally this meaning
could not be thought independently of contextual conditions altogether;
for each type of speech act there are general contextual conditions that
must be met if the speaker is to be able to achieve illocutionary success.
But these general contextual conditions could supposedly be derived in
turn from the literal meaning of the linguistic expressions employed in
the standard speech acts. And a matter of fact, if formal pragmatics is
not to lose its object, knowledge of the conditions under which speech
acts may be accepted as valid cannot depend completely on contingent

background knowledge.52

Habermas continued this deliberation, referring, inter alia, to John R.
Searle, according to whom, in Habermas’s account, it is impossible to
present the conditions for rightness independent of context, and “if we
begin to vary relatively deep-seated and trivial background assumptions,
we notice that the (only) seemingly context-invariant conditions of validity
change meaning and are thus by no means absolute.”>? Accordingly,
it can be said that the literal meaning of an expression is of a relative
nature, and that this meaning depends on the background, which is
made of changeable and implicit knowledge.>* Habermas responded by
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stating, “The fundamental background knowledge of the acceptability
conditions of linguistically standardized expressions if hearers are to be
able to understand their literal meanings, has remarkable features: It is
an implicit knowledge that cannot be represented in a finite number of
propositions; it is a holistically structured knowledge, the basic elements of
which intrinsically define one another; and it is a knowledge that does not
stand out at our disposition, inasmuch as we cannot make it conscious and
place it in doubt as we please.”> It needs to be added that in the course
of the processes of reaching understanding, the interlocutors use reliable
definitions of situations, and by doing so they use a certain consensus,
provided by the lifeworld connected with a given cultural tradition, or
they negotiate over new definitions. New definitions are developed in the
case of new situations emerging from the lifeworld. When it happens,
those undertaking communicative actions do not exercise a position from
outside the world. They cannot exercise it also with respect to language
as a medium for the processes of reaching understanding, marked by
culture. The same concerns, the cultural patterns for interpretation,
evaluation, and expression, are transmitted via this language. According to
the culturalistic concept of the lifeworld, these patterns are “resources” for
interpretative actions of interaction participants, who negotiate between
themselves over the definitions of situations, and who try to arrive at a
consensus on something existing in the world.

LIFEWORLD AND FORMAL WORLD-CONCEPTS

“Language and culture are constitutive for the life-world itself. They are
neither one of the formal frames, that is, the world to which participants
assign elements of situations, nor do they appear as something in the
objective, social, or subjective worlds. In performing or understanding a
speech act, participants are very much moving within their language, so
that they cannot bring a present utterance before themselves as ‘something
intersubjective.”® In other words, the category of lifeworld has a status
different from one of the formal world-concepts, by means of which the
participants of communication collectively define their situations.
However, we may ask where these formal concepts originated.
For Habermas, they are an effect of the process of learning. In his
deliberations, he used the idea developed by Jean Piaget, who delineated
the levels of cognitive development that do not differ from each other
due to new contents but that refer to higher and higher levels of the
ability to learn. Habermas said on this subject, “Thus, for Piaget there
is cognitive development in a wider sense, which is not understood solely
as the construction of an external universe but also as the construction
of a reference system for the simultaneous demarcation of the objective
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and social worlds from the subjective world. Cognitive development
signifies in general the decentration of an egocentric understanding of the
world.”>” Habermas wanted to describe the emergence of new structural
properties of world-images as transformations in the systems of categories
in a similar manner. These transformations, connected with the process
of passing onto new levels of learning—going from the mythical through
the metaphysical and religious into the modern way of thinking—Ilead to
the emergence of a system of reference for the formal concept of the three
worlds. In the course of this process, as Habermas noted, we can “form
a reflexive concept of ‘world” and open up access to the world through
the medium of common interpretive efforts, in the sense of a cooperative
negotiation of situation definitions.”® Undertaking these interpretative
efforts, the members of communicative community distinguish between
the objective world, their intersubjectively shared social world, and their
subjective worlds. The division into the three worlds results from common
assumptions in a system of coordinates “in which situation contexts can
be ordered in such a way that agreement will be reached about what the
participants may treat as fact, or a valid norm, or a subjective experience.””
In other words, these concepts “together with criticizable validity claims
[...] form the frame or categorical scaffolding that serves to order
problematic situations—that is, situations that need to be agreed upon—
in a lifeworld that is already substantively interpreted.”?

However, according to Habermas, the lifeworld cannot be described
in such a way: it cannot be viewed from the outside, for we and linguistic
actions are but its part. He also claimed that “communicative actors are
always moving within the horizon of their lifeworld” and “cannot refer to
‘something in the lifeworld” in the same way as they can to facts, norms,
or experiences.”®!

To conclude the deliberation on the relation between the lifeworld and
the formal world-concepts, Habermas wrote, “In a sentence: participants
cannot assume in actu the same distance in relation to language and culture
as in relation to the totality of facts, norms, or experiences concerning
which mutual understanding is possible.”®? It can be added that it is
precisely due to the forms of intersubjectivity that the participants of
communication can reach understanding. And it also needs to be said, once
again, that it is not possible as far as the lifeworld is concerned.

NARROWNESS OF CULTURALISTIC CONCEPT OF LIFEWORLD

As presented above, Habermas’s concept of a lifeworld has been outlined
from a culturalistic perspective, according to which the patterns for
interpretation, evaluation, and expression serve as resources for the
interpretative actions of interacting participants. However, the lifeworld
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comprises not only cultural certitudes but also individual skills, intuitive
knowledge, and socially consolidated practices. In other words, the
lifeworld comprises also society and identity. Accordingly, Habermas
remarked that “the actor is at once both the initiator of his accountable
actions and the product of the traditions in which he stands, of the solidary
groups to which he belongs, of socialization and learning processes to
which he is exposed. Whereas a fronte the segment of the lifeworld
relevant to a situation presses upon the actor as a problem he has to resolve
on his own, a tergo he is sustained by the background of a life-world that
does not consist only of cultural certainties.”®> What Habermas has
deemed narrow are perspectives that rely on a culturalistically narrowed
world-concept, one based on the theory of socially constructed reality.
Communicative action is not only a process of reaching understanding,
not only a process of interpretation, within which “cultural knowledge
[ ..] is thus exposed to a test” but also encompasses “processes of social
integration and of socialization.”®* In this process, the interlocutors
communicate with each other with respect to something in the world,
reproducing their cultural knowledge, and, by that, creating, proving, and
renewing their membership in their social groups and their own identity.
Accordingly, Habermas said, “The lifeworld is ‘tested’ in quite a different
manner [...): these tests are not measured directly against criticizable
validity claims or standards of rationality, but against standards for the
solidarity of members and for the identity of socialized individuals.”®® In
other words, communicative actions influence also the bonds of solidarity
and the competence of socialized individuals. According to Habermas,
then, we need to revise the narrow culturalistic understanding of the
lifeworld and view the everyday practices of communication as rooted in
the context of the lifeworld, comprised of cultural traditions, legitimate
orders, and socialized individuals.

THE ROLE OF SYSTEMS

Communicative actions do influence the bonds of solidarity, but this
influence is not the only relation they have to socialized individuals
and not the only way in which social integration is ensured. Habermas
sees the perspective that acknowledges only their influence on the
bonds of solidarity, and does not acknowledge that they also include
systematic mechanisms, as wrong. Thus, he does not accept a perspective
within which societies are transformed into lifeworlds. In his opinion,
it “screens out everything that inconspicuously affects a socio-cultural
lifeworld from the outside.”®® If we view society as a lifeworld, we accept
a threefold fiction, for we assume the autonomy of individuals acting, the
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independence of culture, and the transparency of communication. In such
a perspective, social actors are of sound mind and act in accordance with
criticizable validity claims, culture is independent of external pressures,
and violence does not occur. On this point, Habermas said,

These three fictions become apparent when we drop the identifica-
tion of society with the lifeworld. They are convincing only so long
as we assume that the integration of society can take place only on
the premises of communicative action—leaving space, of course, for
the alternatives of acting strategically when consensus breaks down.
This is the way things look to the members of a sociocultural lifeworld
themselves. In fact, however, their goal-directed actions are coordi-
nated not only through processes of reaching understanding, but also
through functional interconnections that are not intended by them and
are usually not even perceived within the horizon of everyday practice.
In capitalist societies the market is the most important example of a
norm-free regulation of cooperative contexts. The market is one of those
systemic mechanisms that stabilize nonintended interconnections of
action by way of functionally intermeshing action consequences, whereas
the mechanism of mutual understanding harmonizes the action orien-

tations of participants,67

Therefore, Habermas deems it right to see society as a certain system that
needs to fulfill the conditions necessary for preserving the sociocultural
lifeworlds, for perceiving them as entities that develop in the course of
evolution and grow to be systems and lifeworlds. As he put it, “Every
theory of society that is restricted to communication theory is subject
to limitations that must be observed. The concept of the lifeworld that
emerges from the conceptual perspective of communicative action has
only limited analytical and empirical range.”®® The above understanding
of the concept of society is, in Habermas’s opinion, proven by the theory
of social evolution. He understands this social evolution as a process that
results in differentiating the system and the lifeworld. This process is
characterized, on the one hand, by the increase in the rationality of the
lifeworld, and, on the other, by the increase in the complexity of social
systems. Our next step shall be presenting both of them.

RATIONALIZATION OF THE LIFEWORLD

Habermas understands the lifeworld as equivalent to the processes of
reaching an understanding, which the actors of communicative action
develop. The lifeworld of those actors always originates from more or less
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nonproblematic beliefs that form the background. Problematic situations,
which require arriving at an agreement, as well as their resolutions,
become a part of the assumptions of a nonproblematic lifeworld. This is
possible due to the formal structure composed of three world-concepts and
the accompanying validity claims. They store the interpretations of the
past generations, a basis for situation definitions, which the participants
use. These definitions become a solid ground for arriving at an agreement.
However, the situation changes with the decentration of worldviews.
When writing about decentration, Habermas referred to the concept
used by Piaget in order to point to the evolutionary perspective, which
we can use if we want to talk of the historically universal process of
the rationalization of worldviews. The concept of decentration serves
Habermas to elucidate the intrinsic relations between the structures
of worldviews, the lifeworld as a context for the processes of reaching
understanding, and the possibilities of rational control over one’s life. As
he wrote, “The more the world-view that furnished the cultural stock of
knowledge is decentered, the less the need for understanding is covered
in advance by an interpreted lifeworld immune from critique, and the
more this need has to be met by the interpretative accomplishments of
the participants themselves, that is, by way of risky (because rationally
motivated) agreement, the more frequently we can expect rational action
orientations.”® In Habermas'’s opinion, rationally oriented actions are to
lead to the rationalizing of worldviews and eventually to the rationalizing
of the lifeworld itself. In a rationalized and decentered lifeworld,
understanding is no longer to be ensured by interpretations that are
immune to criticism and supported by tradition but by rationally pursued
agreement.’? The lifeworld is then to be perceived as rationalized once it
rests on understanding reached in the course of communication.

Due to the differentiation and shaping of its structural components, the
lifeworld presented by Habermas is subject to the processes of ongoing
rationalization. The greater the extent to which these processes emerge,
the more likely it is for our interactions to occur in an environment where
there are the conditions for the rational pursuit of understanding, that is
creating a consensus, which, as Habermas said, “rests in the end on the
authority of the better argument.””! This process points to the historical
transformations that tend toward rationalizing the lifeworld; these “can
be systematized under three perspectives: (a) structural differentiation
of the lifeworld, (b) separation of form and content, and (c) growing
reflexivity of symbolic reproduction.””? According to Habermas, the
differentiation of the lifeworld leads to continual, critical references to the
tradition and to the pursuit of cooperative processes of interpretation. He

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

On Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action 97

has stressed that these tendencies are a proof of releasing “the rationality
potential inherent in communicative action.””? He has also added that
“corresponding to the differentiation of culture, society, and personality,
there is a differentiation of form and content,””* which manifests itself in
modern societies by the gradually firmer recognition of the rules of legal
order and of morality, which correspond to the particular life-forms to a
lesser and lesser extent. However, “the cognitive structures acquired in the
socialization process are increasingly detached from the content of cultural
knowledge with which they were at first integrated in ‘concrete thinking.”7>
And as far as the mechanism of making the symbolic reproduction more
reflexive is concerned, Habermas pointed to the process of education
and its formalization that “means not only a professional treatment of
the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld, but its reflective refraction as
well.”76

At this point, it needs to be stressed that Habermas remarked that the
rationalization of the lifeworld is of an ambiguous nature. And, therefore,
he said that “what some celebrate as institutionalized individualism [. . .],
others abhor as a subjectivism that undermines traditionally anchored
institutions, overloads the individual’s capacity for decision making.”””

DEVELOPMENT OF LAW AND MORALITY—
AN ASPECT OF THE RATIONALIZATION OF THE LIFEWORLD

According to Habermas, the process of rationalizing the lifeworld is
connected with its structural differentiation, which is accompanied by an
increasing systemic complexity. The increase occurs alongside introducing
a new systemic mechanism, which next needs to be institutionalized
or—in other words—needs to be “anchored” in the lifeworld, being a
subsystem that defines the existence of the social system as a whole.
Such an institutionalization requires a rearrangement of the existing
institutionalized moral and political solutions and a change in the way
of resolving conflicts to make it more consensual.

Therefore, the structural differentiation of the lifeworld consists also
in the development of law and morality, which are to serve the process
of resolving conflicts, so that the process of mutual understanding is
not disturbed and so that the social integration of the lifeworld does not
collapse. Due to their development, we are to reach a postconventional level,
at which, according to Habermas, morality and legality are divorced.”®
At this level, “morality is deinstitutionalized to such an extent that it
is now anchored only in the personality system as an internal control
on behavior.””? Moreover, the social component of the lifeworld—the
system of institutions—grows independent of personality and culture,
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and the legal order is increasingly dependent on “formal procedures for
positioning and justifying norms.”® The emergence of legal institutions
of this kind—institutions that embody moral consciousness—is necessary
for the emergence of a higher level of integration in the course of social
evolution and for the constitution of conditions crucial for creating an
institutional framework for class societies organized in accordance with
political or economic rules.8!

The development of law and of morality can be perceived as aspects
of the rationalizing of the lifeworld. The process of rationalization and
of law reaching a higher level of development ought to occur alongside
generalization of motivations and values. Habermas, referring to Talcott
Parsons, understands this process as “the tendency for value orientations
that are institutionally required of actors to become more and more
general and formal in the course of social evolution.”8? This process
of generalizing both motivations and values is a condition crucial for
releasing the rationality potential inherent in communicative action. This
potential will be realized in the course of the ongoing process of their
generalization and of the shrinking of the areas of the nonproblematic.
This generalization will, in due time, reach the level at which “abstract
obedience to law becomes the only normative condition that actors have to
meet in formally organized domains of action.”®3

This generalization of values, as Habermas stressed, leads to releasing
two opposite tendencies in the domain of interaction. Alongside the
ongoing process of generalizing motivations and values, communicative
action is being freed from concrete, traditionally transmitted, normative
patterns of behavior.84 In consequence, the burden of social integration is

put on the linguistic process of shaping a consensus.®

CONTINGENCY AND IDEOLOGIES

Habermas remarked that what is characteristic of the abovementioned
process of reaching understanding in its modern form is, on the one
hand, the fact that “communicative actions are increasingly detached from
normative contexts and become increasingly dense, with an expanded
scope for contingencies,” and, on the other, that “forms of argumentation
are institutionally differentiated, namely, theoretical discourse in the
scientific enterprise, moral-practical discourse in the political public
sphere and in the legal system, and aesthetic criticism in the artistic and
literary enterprise.”8®

Forms of argumentation—as one of the abovementioned elements
characteristic of the modern pursuit of understanding—have already been
discussed. However, at this point yet another element appears for the first
time: extending the domain of what is contingent. As Habermas stressed,
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the process of detaching communicative process from the norms of a
particular place and time results precisely in extending the domain of what
is contingent, a domain that constitutes the space for communicative action.
As Habermas argued, “[T]he scope of contingency for interaction loosed
from normative contexts that the inner logic of communicative action
‘becomes practically true’ in the deinstitutionalized forms of intercourse
of the familial private sphere as well as in a public sphere stamped by the
mass media.”8” Alongside the extension of the domain of contingency,
the importance of communication increases, and the ongoing process of
rationalization is more and more visible. The rationality potential so far
released in the sphere of the profane ceases to be neutralized and restricted
within certain limits, for the difference between the levels of the sacred
and the profane—which has always been there—disappears. In other
words, the secularization of the bourgeois culture and extension of the
domain of rationality results in diminishing the role of the sacred. What
is also diminished is the threat of ideologization of certain contents and
of imposing structural limitations on communication. In consequence,
the religious-metaphysical culture, which has been based on barbarian
injustice and that has strengthened its position by means of an ideological
interpretation of the world, loses these characteristics.

In Habermas’s view, the increasingly rationalized world loses its
structural capacities for creating ideologies. However, these are still
present, and are accompanied by the ambition to cover the whole spectrum
of problems that surround us. In his written work on this issue, Habermas
pointed out that ideologies emerge in light of observable distortions and
deficiencies, originating from the lifeworld alongside social modernization.
They rely on the wish for moral or ethical renewal of the political,
public sphere and for reviving politics, which has been reduced to purely
administrative activities. They also manifest themselves in the ideals of
autonomy and participation, which are, to a great extent, present in the
radical-democratic and socialist movements. Even though their contents
differ from those of the ideologies having their roots in the nineteenth
century, they share with them the form of all-embracing visions of order
aimed at presenting a global interpretation. This form, as Habermas
wrote, “has to break down in the communication structures of a developed
modernity. When the auratic traces of the sacred have been lost and
the products of a synthetic, world-picturing power of imagination have
vanished, the form of understanding, now fully differentiated in its validity
basis, becomes so transparent that the communicative practice of everyday
life no longer affords any niches for the structural violence of ideologies.”8®

According to Habermas, rationalization leads to uncovering the
interrelations between systems and the lifeworld, which results in the
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disappearance of grounds for creating ideologies. In consequence, the
societies of late capitalism develop a functional equivalent for previously
created ideologies. Instead of satisfying the needs for interpretation by
means of ideologies, “we have the negative requirement of preventing
holistic interpretations from coming into existence.”® And, therefore,
we need to come to terms with the fact that what we are faced with is
colloquial knowledge that is dispersed, or, at least, “never attains that level
of articulation at which alone knowledge can be accepted as valid according
to the standards of cultural modernity.”0

On the basis of the above, we are provided with a sketch of a vision in
which knowledge is dispersed and, with that, it is impossible for a superior
narrative to emerge, a narrative that could be claimed more important than
others. The basis for interaction no longer relies on a vision of total order
but on an elaborate communicative structure.

TWO TYPES OF ACTION AND THE TWO MECHANISMS
OF THEIR COORDINATION

What is characteristic of the process of reaching understanding in its
modern form is freeing communicative action from normative contexts
and from particular value orientations. In Habermas'’s opinion, this leads
to the emergence of action oriented toward success and action oriented
toward understanding, as well as to the emergence of “corresponding
mechanisms of action coordination.”! As he noted, “On the basis of
increasingly generalized action orientations, there arises an ever denser
network of interactions that do without directly normative steering and
have to be coordinated in another way.”? Satisfying the growing need for
coordination can be achieved via linguistic pursuit of understanding or via
the mechanisms that decrease the effort required for communication as
well as the risk of misunderstanding. These mechanisms either condense
or replace the linguistic pursuit of understanding. On the one hand, then,
we dispose of linguistically communicative media, and on the other, of
steering media.

The linguistic media of communication include reputation or value
commitment. They allow us to bring the linguistic pursuit of understanding
to a higher level, but they do not replace it. As Habermas argued, these
media “relieve interaction from yes/no positions of critcizable validity
claims only in the first instance. They are dependent on technologies of
communication, because these technologies make possible the formation
of public spheres, that is, they see to it that even concentrated networks
of communication are connected up to the cultural tradition and, in the
last instance, remain dependent on the actions of responsible actors.”3
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At the points where we encounter reputation or moral authority, action
coordination proceeds by means of resources familiar to the linguistic
means of accomplishing a consensus. As Habermas stressed, “[M]edia
of this kind cannot uncouple interaction from the lifeworld context of
shared cultural knowledge, valid norms, and accountable motivations,
because they have to make use of the resources of consensus formation in
language.”*

The media that unburden the linguistic pursuit of consensus include
money and power. They allow actors to influence the decisions of other
participants of interaction while omitting the linguistic processes of
accomplishing a consensus. Coordinating action via steering media—and
not via language—leads to uncoupling interaction from the context, that
is, the lifeworld. This context is debased and ceases to be necessary for
coordinating action.

In such circumstances, action coordination—detached from the
previously introduced, intrinsic communicative consensus and from the
lifeworld—no longer requires sensible and responsible participants. The
communicative media deprived of their linguistic nature by money and
power create more and more complex networks of interaction, which
no longer need to be transparent, and for which no one needs to be
responsible.

Dangers and the Possibility to Overcome Them

Freeing communicative actions from normative contexts leads to both
extending the scope of what is contingent as well as rationalizing the
lifeworld. Due to this ongoing rationalization, the threat of ideology
collapses. However, it needs to be added that at the same time, other
threats arise. The lifeworld is being permeated by systemic imperatives
that cause communicative action to adjust to the formally organized
scopes of acting. Therefore, Habermas claimed that the communicative
infrastructure he has presented “is threatened by two interlocking,
mutually reinforcing tendencies: systemically induced reification and cultural
impoverishment.”?>

REIFICATION AND CULTURAL IMPOVERISHMENT

In Habermas's opinion, the processes of reaching understanding and of
rationalization result in “a deepened culture of reflection and feeling.”®
The circumstances of socialization and structuring of the lifeworld
change. This change, however, is twofold. On the one hand, after freeing
communicative action from the shackles of tradition and from obligatory
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consensus, a need for coordinating actions arises. On the other hand,
there emerge organizations of a new type, based on communicative media,
which influence separating the processes of acting from the processes of
communicating, and coordinate them by means of generalized instrumental
values, such as money and power. The steering media—that is, money and
power— ‘replace language as the mechanism for coordinating action. They
set social action loose from integration through value consensus and switch
it over to purposive rationality steered by media.””” We are, therefore,
faced with the following paradox: the rationalization of the lifeworld
and the rationalization of everyday communication—for which language
is the original and irreplaceable medium of reaching understanding—
enables “a kind of systemic integration that enters into competition with
the integrating principles of reaching understanding.””® Habermas added
that due to the growing “complexity of subsystems of purposive-rational
action, in which actions are coordinated through steering media such as
money and power,”? the rationalized lifeworld begins to depend on more
and more complex, formally organized domains of action, which influence
it and disintegrate it. It can be said that once the rationalized lifeworld
allows for the emergence and growth of subsystems, their autonomous
imperatives—due to their growing complexity—turn against it. This can
be exemplified with the mechanism of linguistic pursuit of understanding
being replaced with communicative media deprived of their linguistic
character.

In consequence, the lifeworld and the systems become uncoupled,
which, in turn, leads to reification: social integration and systemic
integration become uncoupled as well. This process begins with the
differentiation of two types of action coordination, which are exercised
either by means of pursuing a consensus between the participants or by
means of functional action relations, and proceed up to the moment when
the systemic mechanisms begin to permeate the processes of undertaking
action and enter the very forms of social integration. This happens, for due
to the process of reification, the lifeworld begins to depend on systemic
imperatives, which leads to its colonization.19? The moral-practical aspects,
so far existing in the sphere of private life and in the political public
sphere, are colonized by systemic imperatives, such as monetarization
and bureaucratization, which are followed by annihilation of traditional
life-forms and which seem to “overstep the boundaries of normality when
they instrumentalize an influx from the lifeworld that possesses its own
inner logic.”19! These imperatives devastate both the private and the public
sphere. They work by means of systemic constraints that instrumentalize
the communicatively structured lifeworld. This is followed by a collapse of
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the relational networks within the lifeworld and their growing to resemble
the formally organized spheres of the capitalist economic and bureaucratic
systems of the state apparatus.19?

The processes of reification, occurring within the lifeworld, are
not comprised only of the repressive influence of economy and state
apparatus.!03 They consist also of a number of other conflicts that emerge
in areas such as cultural reproduction, social integration, and socialization.
The deficiencies lying at their base “reflect a reification of communicatively
structured domains of action that will not respond to the media of
money and power.”1% These domains require a mechanism for reaching
understanding as a means of action coordination. Otherwise—when the
reproduction of the lifeworld relies on the rules of systemic integration—a
number of pathologies occur.

At this point, it needs to be added that the deformation discussed above
should not be limited to either the rationalization of the lifeworld or the
increasing density of a system itself. The secularization of worldviews
or the structural differentiation of a society do not themselves lead to
inevitable pathological side effects. Therefore, it needs to be stressed that
“the rationalization of contexts of communicative action and the emergence
of subsystems of purposive rational economic and administrative action
are processes that have to be sharply distinguished analytically.”10
Accordingly, Habermas said, “It is not the uncoupling of media-steered
subsystems and of their organizational forms from the lifeworld that leads
to the one-sided rationalization or reification of everyday communicative
practice, but only the penetration of forms of economic and administrative
rationality into areas of action that resist being converted over to the media
of money and power because they are specialized in cultural transmission,
social integration, and child rearing, and remain dependent on mutual
understanding as a mechanism for coordinating action.”1% As a result
of reification, which destroys the lifeworld, the practices of everyday life
are deformed. This, in turn, leads to cultural impoverishment, which is
the second of the dangers Habermas listed. This process occurs due to
one-sided rationalization of everyday communication, which results from
the autonomization of media-steered subsystems. These subsystems,
being rationalized outside the horizon of the lifeworld—and alongside
their imperatives—intrude into the indigenous domains of the lifeworld,
creating at the same time a reality devoid of norms. Consequently, cultural
impoverishment and lifeworld impoverishment are to be observed. The
lifeworld is cut off from the vivid and continuous cultural tradition.

The deformation has its cause in the one-sided rationalization of the
processes of everyday communication; however, it needs to be added that its
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cause also lies in the development and differentiation of science, morality,
and art, which begin to be subject to the processes of autonomization. Once
theoretical discourses, practical-moral discourses, and aesthetic criticism
are differentiated, they are overtaken by experts. The elitist separation of
expert cultures from the general sets of relations of communicative action
results in the cultural impoverishment of the communicative practice of
the everyday. What the culture acquires thanks to specialist knowledge

and reflection, then, permeates everyday practices with great difficulty.107

PROVING THE THESIS ON REIFICATION—JURIDIFICATION

The internal colonization thesis proclaims that in the course of capitalist
progress the subsystems of economy and state grow more and more
complex and permeate the areas of lifeworld reproduction ever more
deeply. This thesis may seem unconvincing. In order to prove it, Habermas
has explored the phenomenon of the juridification of communicatively
structured domains of action, and has pointed out that the more power
the rules of market economy and the commandments of mass consumption
gain over leisure or culture, the more important juridification of informally
regulated spheres of the lifeworld is. Bureaucracy and judicial control
concern greater scopes of activity.!%8 In other words, social integration
is transformed into systemic integration, which takes the form of the
processes of juridification and, in consequence, leads to reification.
Accordingly, Habermas wrote that “in the face of the changing and steadily
increasing volume of positive law, modern legal subjects content themselves
in actual practices with legitimation through procedure, for in many cases
substantive justification is not only not possible, but it is also, from the
viewpoint of the lifeworld, meaningless. This is true of cases where the law
serves as a means for organizing media-controlled subsystems that have, in any
case, become autonomous in relation to the normative contexts of action
oriented by mutual understanding.”%° On the basis of the above, it can be
said that this type of law does by itself take the role of a steering medium,
alongside the media of money and power.1'0 It is “relieved of the problem
of justification; it is connected with the body of law whose substance

requires legitimation only through formally correct procedure.”1!1

LEGAL INSTITUTIONS

However, at this point, it is worth adding that apart from law as a steering
medium, Habermas talks also of law in the context of the existence
of legal institutions. By making such a distinction, he points to legal
institutions, which are one of the social components of the lifeworld and
whose function is merely regulative.!1?2 Due to functional requirements,
they are oriented toward reaching understanding, a basis for coordinating
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action. They encompass norms “that cannot be sufficiently legitimized
through a positivistic reference to procedure.”'3 It is also due to the
fact that they belong to the lifeworld itself, and that they are—together
with the informal rules for acting—a backup for communicative action.
Therefore, as Habermas noted, “as soon as the validity of these norms is
questioned in everyday practice, the reference to their legality no longer
suffices,” and they require “substantive justification.”* Accordingly, these
norms and contexts of action should be protected against the influence of
systemic imperatives. On this, Habermas said, “The point is to protect
areas of life that are functionally dependent on social integration through
values, norms, and consensus formation, to preserve them from falling prey
to the systemic imperatives of economic and administrative subsystems
growing with dynamics of their own, and to defend them from becoming
converted over, through the steering medium of the law, to a principle of
sociation that is, for them, dysfunctional”’!> Habermas argued further on
this issue, especially in his book Between Facts and Norms, but as was said
in the introduction, they were not part of the Rorty-Habermas debate,
thus here they are only mentioned and not analyzed further.

OVERCOMING DANGERS

In short, in the course of our deliberation, we have reached a point
where we can see that it is possible to overcome the dangers that
Habermas has listed for us. On the one hand, the point is to protect
certain domains of the lifeworld against reification, against dependence
on systemic imperatives, and on the other hand, to prevent cultural
impoverishment. Therefore, in the two domains in which it is possible,
law as a medium needs to be replaced with an understanding-oriented
procedure for regulating conflicts, and the lost means of expression and
communication need to be revitalized.11® For it does not need to be the
case that the processes of modernization are accompanied by the feeling
that “with the one-sided canalization and destruction of possibilities for
expression and communication in private and in public spheres, changes
are fading that we can bring together again, in a posttraditional everyday
practice, those moments that, in traditional forms of life, once composed
a unity—a diffuse one surely, and one whose religious and metaphysical
interpretations were certainly illusory.”11”
formulated by means of the concepts of system and lifeworld, also needs
to be supplemented with, as Habermas puts it, the cultural dimension
of modernity. This should allow us to explain cultural impoverishment

The theory of reification,

and “the conditions for recoupling a rationalized culture with an
everyday communication dependent on vital traditions.”'® Habermas has
articulated such an impoverishment, pointing to the systems intervening
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in those lifeworld domains that should be regulated only by means of
communication. According to him, the conditions for recoupling include
those that support and maintain the possibility of vital communication
and vital tradition to be used. In other words, we should not forget about
the norms, values, and processes of reaching understanding that determine
the cultural dimension of modernity, and we should not allow systemic
imperatives to colonize them, which results in a decay of traditional
life-forms and the possibility of communicating. We need to bear in
mind that the processes of reaching understanding, around which the
lifeworld revolves, need a reference to its cultural grounds and that “in the
communicative practice of everyday life, cognitive interpretations, moral
expectations, expressions, and valuation have to interpenetrate and form
a rational interconnectedness via the transfer of validity that is possible in
the performative attitude.”'® And all that is to be pursued so as to create
the conditions for a culture of “reflection and feeling.”12°

There is still one more way to tackle such a danger. What needs to be
done is a coupling of expert culture with the lifeworld, for the distance
between it and the public sphere has become a serious problem.'?! With the
differentiation of science, ethics, and art, they have become autonomous,
they have grown specialized and detached from the tradition that is still
the basis for our interactions.'?? As Habermas has put it, “What the
cultural sphere gains through specialized treatment and reflection does not
automatically come into the possession of everyday practice without more
ado. For with cultural rationalization, the lifeworld, once its traditional
substance has been devalued, threatens rather to become impoverished.”?3
And, therefore, in the name of preventing the impoverishment of everyday
life, we need to make sure that the reflexive output of experts becomes a

part of communicative processes.!?#

COMPETITION OF SOCIAL INTEGRATION PRINCIPLES

Habermas stresses that what we are faced with is not a competition of
types of action oriented toward reaching understanding with actions
oriented toward success but a competition of the principles of social
integration. On the one hand, there is the mechanism of linguistic
communication oriented toward validity claims, and, on the other, steering
media, devoid of any traces of language, by means of which systems of
success-oriented actions are differentiated. Habermas advocates the
mechanism of linguistic communication oriented toward validity claims.
It is around this mechanism that he constructs his social theory, based on
the concept of social rationalization. A crucial element here is the concept
of reason, which Habermas reconstructs in the spirit of communicative
rationality. This reconstructive procedure is accompanied by a question of
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“whether a reason that has objectively split up into its moments can still
preserve its unity.”’2> The unity of reason, in the opinion of Habermas, is
possible.126 A more elaborate answer that the philosopher has provided,
referring to formal pragmatics—to validity claims and argumentation
theory—shall be presented further on in this work. Before that, however,
we need to discuss a number of issues that have already appeared here
but, as it has been signaled, still need to be elaborated. Accordingly, the
following pages shall draw our attention to the issue of ambition and the
universality of action theory as well as its universal validity claims. This
shall allow us to see Habermas’s idea at its fullest, and help us make out
its stronger and weaker points.

Constructing a Theory

Toward Universal Validity of Our Understanding of Rationality

Habermas has aimed at presenting his theory of communicative action—a
germ of a social theory—that could play an important part in preserving
what is most precious: the lifeworld. In the case of constructing a theory,
he has been and is well aware of the risk of it being connected only
with a particular perspective, which will be culturally and historically
determined. He also has been and still is aware of the fact that actions
oriented toward reaching understanding—which, for him, are the
basis for the functioning of a rational society—do not always occur in
communicative practices. He has continued to believe, however, that these
problems can be avoided once the basic concepts are construed in such a
way “that the concept of rationality they implicitly posit is encompassing
and general, that is, satisfies universalistic claims.”?” If this requirement
is to be realized, we would need to prove, as Habermas noted, that the
internal rational structure of the processes of reaching understanding is
“universally valid”1?8 “This is a very strong requirement for someone who
is operating without metaphysical support and is also no longer confident
that a rigorous transcendental-pragmatic program, claiming to provide
ultimate grounds, can be carried out.”?29 However, this has not discouraged
Habermas, and he still has attempted to present such a requirement.

Proof

Calling for the acknowledgement of the universal validity of our
understanding of rationality is inevitably linked with the burden of
providing proof for it. For Habermas, however, the burden does not
seem too heavy, for he thinks that proving the universality of the
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concept of communicative rationality is feasible, and it is possible
without referring to grand philosophical traditions. In Habermas’s
opinion, if we rely on ahistorical reconstructive analysis, the theory
of communicative action can be proved with respect to the rational
substance of communicative structures, which are deeply rooted in
anthropological terms. Reconstructive actions embrace—alongside
intuitional, or, in other words, pretheoretical knowledge of subjects
competent at judging, acting, and speaking—also systems of collective
knowledge transmitted via tradition. These activities are aimed at
acquiring knowledge about the conditions that need to be fulfilled in
order to grasp the basis of rationality, on which experiences, judgments,
actions, and linguistic pursuit of understanding rely, so that those who
share this kind of worldview are able to rationally control their lives.
Such reconstructive actions make us, then, as Habermas has stressed,
shift from conceptual to empirical analysis and search for rationality
structures symbolically embodied in worldviews. The burden of proving
his theory of social communication rests on the concept of communicative
action.!3? Trying to prove its significance, Habermas has pointed to
Mead and written that in his reconstruction, communicative action is
of crucial importance and that “there are empirical reasons—and not
merely methodological prejudgments—for the view that the structures
of linguistically mediated, normatively guided interaction determine the
starting point of sociocultural development.”3!

Accordingly, it can be said that the starting point for Habermas consists
in the concept of lifeworld, composed of nonproblematic convictions—
implicitly articulated knowledge. Habermas would like to point to the
universal—going beyond cultures and eras—importance of this concept.
Its universal validity relies on rationality structures symbolically embodied
in worldviews. According to Habermas, these structures are of universal
nature—they transcend cultural particularities.

Rationality structures that delineate the modern understanding of the
world should not be, as Habermas stresses, accepted as universally accurate
without a test, just as they should be perceived from a historical point of
view. The test is carried out when present knowledge becomes problematic.
It can be said that at the beginning the lifeworld is preconceived, that
is, it consists of a certain preunderstanding and intuitional cognizance.
These elements form certain knowledge on which we rely when we enter
into numerous interactions with each other. It is also on what everyday
communicative practice silently relies. And this silence is to be broken
only with the appearance of a concrete problem: then things known
become “something in need of being ascertained.”3? In other words, the
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need of ascertaining—of testing—arises when a portion of knowledge,
a nonthematized background, becomes doubtful, when we need to come
to an agreement with respect to what has become problematic. This
portion of knowledge is, then, “set loose after having been enclosed in
complex traditions, in solidaric relations, in competences.”133 In the
test, the knowledge that is our nonthematized background is granted
the status of explicitly articulated knowledge. What we can count on
however, with respect to testing and acquiring explicit knowledge, is a
coherent worldview, and nothing else. This worldview consists of “cultural
knowledge,” by means of which the linguistic community interprets the
world and makes reference to reality in its language.

No Ultimate Justifications—No Fundamentalist Claims

In light of the above, the theory of communicative action cannot be
said to fall into the trap of fundamentalism. Such objections, voiced
inter alia by Rorty, are, as Habermas has argued, made in view of a
universalistic claim. Reconstructing the concept of reason in the spirit
of communicative rationality needs to be supported with this claim, even
though it departs from “the foundationalism of traditional, transcendental
philosophy, which requires a justification.”1>* Being aware of the fact
that the concept of communicative reason is accompanied by the menace
of transcendentalism, Habermas has said that the supposed similarities
between his formal-pragmatic approach and the classical transcendental
philosophy are illusory. Therefore, he has answered in the negative to
the questions he himself has posed: “Is not such a theory of rationality
open to the same objections that pragmatism and hermeneutics have
brought against every kind of foundationalism? Do not investigations that
employ the concept of communicative reason without blushing bespeak
universalistic justificatory claims that will have to fall to those—only
too well grounded—metaphilosophical doubts about theories of absolute
origins and ultimate grounds?”3> The theory of communicative action
does not seem to include fundamentalist claims, for its aim consists
in successful coherence. The theory does not seem to exhibit claims
for transcendental justification, since—as Habermas has claimed—we
need “no foundation and no justification in the sense of a transcendent
grounding.”13¢ In Habermas’s opinion, the theory of action, which
identifies communicative reason “by way of structural characteristics
and conceptualises it as procedural rationality—instead of mystifying it
as fate—is protected against the danger of dogmatically overstating its
claims precisely through being formalised.”37
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Are Validity Claims Universal?

In spite of Habermas’s belief that the theory of communicative action
does not put forward any fundamentalist claims, its crucial—and, at the
same time, controversial—element consists in validity claims, which, in his
opinion, are of universal character. It is this view of which he wished to
convince the readers of The Theory of Communicative Action. In order to
do that, he proceeded with his deliberations, during which he juxtaposed
the mythical and the modern understanding of the world, which is based,
as he claimed, on the universal structures of rationality.

As he described the modern understanding of the world, Habermas
pointed to the importance of linguistic communication and cultural
transmission, which this communication releases. As he put it, “(U]nder
the presupposition of formal world-concepts and universal validity claims,
the contents of a linguistic worldview have to be detached from the assumed
world-order itself. Only then can we form the concept of cultural tradition,
of a temporalized culture, whereby we become aware that interpretations
vary in relation to natural and social reality, that beliefs and values vary
in relation to the objective and social worlds.”138 Accordingly, today,
in the processes of communication, we start with formal suppositions
of something held in common. As Habermas has stressed, these are
necessary for us to be able to refer to something in the objective world,
identical for all the observers, or for us to be able to refer to something
in the social world, which we intersubjectively share. These suppositions
on something common are updated with claims for propositional and
normative rightness as well as by referring them to particular expressions.
In such a situation, saying that a statement is true means that the state
of affairs described exists in the objective world. And recognizing a given
action as right, taking into consideration the existing normative context,
means that it deserves being accepted and that it constitutes a legitimate
ingredient of the social world. Habermas has stressed that the validity
claims he lists can be criticized and, further, that they rest on the formal
conceptions of the world. They presuppose “a world that is identical for
all possible observers, or a world intersubjectively shared by members, and
they do so in an abstract form freed of all specific content.”3° What is also
required with respect to validity claims is assuming a rational attitude by
the other party during the communicative processes in which they occur.

Accordingly, the modern understanding of the world includes the
development of formal world-concepts that are presupposed at the
beginning of communication as something common. These presuppositions
are updated alongside validity claims. As Habermas wrote, “Actors who
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raise validity claims have to avoid materially prejudicing the relation
between language and reality, between the medium of communication
and that about which something is being communicated. Under the
presupposition of formal world-concepts and universal validity claims, the
contents of a linguistic worldview have to be detached from the assumed
world order itself. Only then can we form the concept of a cultural
tradition, of a temporalized culture, whereby we become aware that
interpretations vary in relation to natural and social reality, that beliefs
and values vary in relation to the objective and social worlds.”#0 In other
words, according to Habermas, it is not the contents that are universal but
the formal structures: what is deemed universal is a preconceived world
order, which needs to be accepted in order for rational communication to
occur. In the course of evolution, there emerges a formal concept of an
objective, external world, a social world, and an internal world, which are
but abstract constructs. It is, however, still an unresolved issue whether
our understanding of the world is granted a claim for universality. Thus
Habermas himself made it his objective to answer the question whether—
and in which aspects—the standards of rationality can aspire to universal
validity. He tried to answer it by presenting arguments both for and
against the universalistic position. What shall be elaborated on here is
only the first series of arguments by means of which Habermas wished to
arrive at the “pros” of taking the universalistic position. What shall not
be analyzed, on the other hand, is the whole of the “dispute” as well as
the quandary as to whether Habermas does indeed fight off the objections
of the opponents to the universalistic view.!*! What is most important
is whether his line of reasoning and the arguments it involves convince
us that “rationality standards can aspire to universal validity,” and that
there are no alternative standards of rationality. If they existed, it would
undoubtedly be difficult to state that any one of them can be endowed
with universal validity.

It needs to be said that at the starting point of his deliberations,
Habermas rightly observed that the reasons and the criteria that we use
while describing and acting depend on the context of a particular place
and time. What is characteristic of these reasons and criteria is that they
are “ours,” and when we utilize them in order to describe others, those
others will appear the way these criteria and reasons allow. Habermas
has been well aware of that; he argued that only hermeneutic ruthlessness
toward one’s own presuppositions can prevent us from criticism without
self-criticism and from making the mistake of imposing one’s own—
supposedly universal—cultural standards onto others. He is also aware
of the fact that a given context is determined by language, via which we
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describe our surroundings and relations we enter into. This language, the
linguistically articulated worldview and life-forms, that is, the everyday
practice of socialized individuals, are for Habermas, “concepts that refer on
the one hand to something particular [. . .]. On the other hand, they refer
to totalities; for members of the same culture the limits of their language
are the limits of the world. They can broaden the horizon of their form
of life in an ad hoc manner, but they cannot step out of it; to this extent,
every interpretation is also a process of assimilation. Inasmuch as world-
views refer to totalities, we cannot get behind them as articulations of
an understanding of the world, even if they can be revised.”#?> Although
Habermas acknowledged the above, at the same time, he continues to
believe that criteria such as truth, rightness, and honesty do not depend
on context. In his opinion, the fact that the context determines the criteria
on the basis of which members of different cultures in different times and
in different ways assess the validity of expressions does not mean that “the
ideas of truth, of normative rightness, of sincerity, and of authenticity that
underlie (only intuitively, to be sure) the choice of criteria are context-
dependent in the same degree.”*> Worldviews, as he wrote at another point,

owing to their reference to totality [. . .] are indeed removed from the
dimension in which a judgment of them according to criteria of truth
makes sense; even the choice of criteria according to which the truth of
statements is to be judged may depend on the basic conceptual context
of a world-view. But this does not mean that the idea of truth might
itself be understood in a particularistic way. Whatever language system
we choose, we always start intuitively from the presupposition that truth
is a universal validity claim. If a statement is true, it merits universal
assent, no matter in which language it is formulated.1#4

The paragraph above encompass a number of issues that need elaboration.
Beginning with the last statement, it needs to be said that it can be
understood as follows: if given languages embrace validity claims for
truth, a statement that is considered true in one of them will undoubtedly
deserve being accepted also in other languages. It can also be understood
like this: if a statement is true in one language, it deserves being accepted
also in other languages. Taking such a stance, simultaneously, we would
have to show the reference point for all languages with respect to which
it is possible to assess the rightness of statements. The first interpretation
surely corresponds with Habermas’s intuitions, as he claims that the
rightness of statements or beliefs can be stated only within a particular
language: it can be stated only in the language in which the existence of
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an objective world has been presumed and in which the idea of truth—a
basis for choosing criteria—has been intuitionally assumed. Accordingly,
even if we always intuitionally presume that truth is a universal validity
claim, about which we have not been convinced yet, we cannot claim that
a statement accepted as true shall deserve being universally accepted in
the latter understanding.'#> It needs to be said, then, that accepting a
statement as true is to be possible only within our linguistic system, which
we are unable to transcend.

In his further deliberations on mythical thinking, Habermas quoted
a passage on the division into closed and open cultures, borrowed from
Robin Horton. Cultures that are termed “closed” can be characterized by
a lack of conscious choice, and the sacredness of beliefs, as well as fear
of questioning them. Open cultures, on the other hand, include those in
which we are conscious of the possibility of choice, in which we are able to
challenge the absolute and the sacred, and in which we are not that afraid
to do so. Habermas recalled and referred to those concepts, for, as he
wrote, “this dimension of ‘closed’ versus ‘open’ seems to provide a context-
independent standard for the rationality of worldviews.”1#¢ Accepting such
a division, he claimed that what distinguishes closed cultures from open
ones is the fact that the latter lack references. Habermas added that what
we need is precisely a more complex system of references allowing us to
grasp “the simultaneous differentiation of three formal world-concepts.”4”
He referred to the observations of Horton and Ernest Gellner, of whom
he noted, “[T]he two authors provide concurring descriptions of the
increasing categorical separation among the objective, social, and subjective
worlds, of the specialization of cognitive-instrumental, moral practical, and
expressive types of questions, and above all of the differentiation of the
aspects of validity under which these problems can be dealt with.” Then
they stress “the increasing differentiation between linguistic worldview
and reality.”*8 In this perspective, worldviews are crucial with respect
to the entire spectrum of processes of reaching understanding and of
socializing, in the course of which their participants refer to the common
social world, to the experiences connected with their subjective world, as
well as to the objective world.1*® These views constitute both the processes
of reaching understanding as well as of socializing individuals. They are
crucial for forming and ensuring identity. They provide individuals with
basic categories and presuppositions, which cannot be revised, for then the
identity of individuals and of social groups is to be disturbed. Habermas
added that “this identity-securing knowledge becomes more and more formal
along the path from closed to open worldviews; it attaches to structures
that are increasingly disengaged from contents that are open to revision.”>0
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In Habermas’s opinion, the above considerations allow for a subtler
defense of the universalistic position. However, it is possible to ask
whether the division into closed and open cultures, among which three
formal world-concepts arise and claims are differentiated, can indeed be
a measure of rationality that is independent of context. Habermas accepts
the division; however, it is hard to overlook the fact that he described
closedness and openness from the point of view of the Western world.
He proved the closed character of mythical thinking, using precisely the
categories of the Western mind.

What is more, Habermas pointed to the formulation of the modern—
open—understanding, in which the three formal world-concepts are
more and more common and are a nonrevisable basis for constructing the
identities of individuals and of social groups. Still, instead of concluding
that these images are metaphors that died of literality, Habermas heads
toward saying (referring to the descriptions and “observations” of Gellner
and Horton, which images are to support the utilization of the concepts
of “closed-open” in anthropological terms): “Scientific rationality belongs
to a complex of cognitive-instrumental rationality that can certainly claim
validity beyond the context of particular cultures.”’® This claim may
come as a surprise, since it is not very well justified in the earlier part
of Habermas’s deliberations. His argument that he has accounted for
this claim in relation with his thesis that each linguistically articulated
worldview and each cultural life-form encompass a concept of rationality
that cannot be compared with anything else is also not very convincing.!>?
If we were to state that he succeeds, it would be only by the virtue of the
Western point of view.1>3

The same can be said of Habermas'’s attempt at pointing to the universal
validity of the concept of rationality, which he pursued in The Theory
of Communicative Action by showing that one theory—the theory of
rationalization formulated within the categories of communicative action—
solves or can solve problems that have emerged on the grounds of other
social theories. He argued that “thus for any social theory, linking up with
the history of theory is also a kind of test; the more freely it can take up,
explain, criticize, and carry on the intentions of earlier theory traditions,
the more impervious it is to the danger that particular interests are being
brought to bear unnoticed in its own theoretical perspective.”’>* Should
we agree? Referring to the quotation, it needs to be said that it is doubtful
that the deliberate criticism and continuation of the intentions of earlier
theoretical traditions have chased away the threat of articulating particular
interests in a given theory, for they will be pursued via the language of our
culture. It is also hard to agree with the claim that deliberate explanations
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are to be the criterion for determining the universal validity of our concept
of rationality. Thus, it can be said that the theory presented by Habermas
is but one of the paradigms present in the social sciences, which are, as
he himself has written, “internally connected with the social contexts
in which they emerge and become influential. In them is reflected the
world- and self-understanding of various collectives; mediately they serve
the interpretation of social-interest situations, horizons of aspiration and
expectation.”1>®

Referring to Habermas’s deliberations presented here, it can be said that
the defense of the universalistic position and the attempt at pointing to
rationality as transcending the contexts of particular cultures is pursued
by Habermas by means of the categories that he is to defend against the
accusation of belonging to a particular culture. Thus, it is difficult to
agree with the statement that appears at the end of his considerations,
concerning “the justified claim to universality on behalf of the rationality
that gained expression in the modern understanding of the world.”156
Perhaps Habermas is right that “we are implicitly connecting a claim
to universality with our Occidental understanding of the world,”’57 but it
needs to be added that it is difficult to state that such a claim should be
accepted as universal outside of “our Occidental understanding of the
world.” In short, Habermas’s reasoning here is not convincing enough
to make us agree that validity claims are of a universal character. All we
can state, then, is that validity claims are elements characteristic of our
culture and our language. Reading the very last lines of The Theory of
Communicative Action, one is left with the impression that Habermas is
also aware of that “the test case for a theory of rationality with which the
modern understanding of the world is to ascertain its own universality
would certainly include throwing light on the opaque figures of mythical
thought, clarifying the bizarre expressions of alien cultures, and indeed
in such a way that we not only comprehend the learning processes that
separate ‘us’ from ‘them’, but also become aware of what we have unlearned
in the course of this learning.”1>® Habermas, however, does not offer us a
proposition of such a test.!>

Toward Social Theory

The analysis of general structures of reaching understanding that
Habermas presents in The Theory of Communicative Action, as he noted,
is not a means of continuing the theory of cognition with different tools.
His theory of communicative action is not a metatheory but a germ of a
social theory “concerned to validate its own critical standards.”160 After
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shifting our paradigm via the theory of communication, Habermas wished
to present “the formal properties of the intersubjectivity of possible
understanding” that are subject to historical change and “can take the
place of the conditions of the objectivity of possible experience.”16l As
he wrote, these forms—the forms of mutual understanding—each and
every time represent “a compromise between the general structures of
communicative action and reproductive constraints unavailable as themes
within a given lifeworld.”162

Social Theory—Societal Rationalization

The concepts of communicative action and of lifeworld are the basic
categories of the general social theory constructed by Habermas. He said,

It is only with the turn back to the context-forming horizon of the
lifeworld, from within which participants in communication come to
an understanding with one another about something, that our field
of vision changes in such a way that we can see the points of connec-
tion for social theory within the theory of communicative action: This
concept of society has to be linked to a concept of the lifeworld that is
complementary to the concept of communicative action. Then commu-
nicative action becomes interesting primarily as a principle of sociation
[Vergesellschaftung]: Communicative action provides the medium for
the reproduction of lifeworlds. At the same time, processes of soci-
etal rationalization are given a different place. They transpire more in
implicitly known structures of the lifeworld than in explicitly known

action orientations.!63

According to the above, communicative action is connected with societal
rationalization. Therefore, Habermas argued that the concept of societal
rationalization can be formulated, starting with “the perspective of action
oriented to reaching understanding and referring to the lifeworld as the
common background knowledge presupposed in real action.”®* The point
of reference for societal rationalization is to consist in the potential of
rationality, located in the validity foundations of speech, which can be
activated depending on the level of the rationalization of knowledge
embedded in worldviews. In other words, according to Habermas, societal
rationalization is to depend on the level of rationalization of knowledge
and the potential of rationality located in the validity foundations of
speech, on rationalization of the significant spheres of social life, that is

knowledge and speech.
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The rationalization of these spheres occurs due to action oriented
toward understanding, which serves the institutionalized production of
knowledge—specialized according to cognitive, normative, and aesthetic
validity claims—and it permeating to the level of everyday communication,
which results in it substituting for traditional knowledge, which has so
far functioned as a means of controlling interactions. The practices of
everyday life are rationalized. However, if rationally oriented actions are
to be possible in a particularly interpreted lifeworld, and if they are to
lead to the progression of a rational way of living, cultural transmission
needs to fulfill certain formal criteria. Habermas enumerated such criteria
and formal conditions thanks to which it is possible to rationalize mutual
references between the participants of interactions and to rationalize
their ways of living.16®> These references are deemed rational as long as the
consensus accomplished results from the process of reaching understanding
leading to coordination of social activities. During the process, rationally
motivated agreement is accomplished. It is measured with criticizable
validity claims.

Therefore, Habermas has presented the process of reaching
understanding as oriented toward arriving at a consensus based on
intersubjective recognition of validity claims, which are subject to critical
revisions and which allow for updating the actors’ references to the world.
It is by means of analyzing these elements as well as fulfilling certain
presuppositions that Habermas presents “structural properties of processes
of reaching understanding,” which are the starting point for the processes
of societal rationalization.!®® As he put it, it is in these formal properties

where “the rationality of worldviews and forms of life would have to be
found.”167

The Ideal of the Fully Rational Life-Form— Utopianism

It needs to be presumed that, according to Habermas, it is possible to
talk of the process of societal rationalization: the rationalization of the
practices of everyday life. However, it is a process based only on formal
rules, not accompanied with the pursuit of success, that is, constituting
an ideal community. The perspective offered by Habermas “does not
extend to the concrete shape of an exemplary life-form or a paradigmatic
life history. Actual forms of life and actual life histories are embedded in
unique traditions.”’®8 In other words, the perspective—with its crucial
concepts of communicative rationality and validity claims connected
with a decentered understanding of the world—has its consequences
for all those who search for an ideal of a fully rational life-form. In
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his theory, Habermas proves that the attempts to depict a good life
in material, substantial terms are wrong; however, he deems them the
mistakes of the modern era, a utopianism. In his opinion, since life-
forms are composed of worldviews, which are more or less decentered,
are particular “language games,” “historical configurations of customary
practices, group membership, cultural patterns of interpretation, forms
of socialization, competences, attitudes, and so forth,”%% it would be
pointless to evaluate them as a whole. He wrote, “We tacitly judge life
form and life histories according to standards of normality that do not
permit an approximation to ideal limit values. Perhaps we should talk
instead of a balance among non-self sufficient moments, an equilibrated
interplay of the cognitive with the moral and the aesthetic-practical.”170
In accordance with the above, we should not introduce the idea of a good
life from the procedural concept of rationality, with which we are left
in the decentered understanding of the world of the modern era, so as
to point to an equivalent of what we have lost.1”! Accordingly, “because
the idealizing presupposition of communicative action must not be
hypostatized into the ideal of a future condition in which a definitive
understanding has been reached, this concept must be approached
in a sufficiently skeptical manner.”'7?2 And therefore, Habermas has
clearly opposed the insinuation that he has designed “a rationalistic
social utopia”t “Nothing makes me more nervous than the imputation—
repeated in a number of different versions and in the most peculiar
contexts—that because the theory of communicative action focuses
attention on the social facility of recognised validity-claims, it proposes,
or at least suggests, a rationalistic utopian society. I do not regard the
fully transparent society as an ideal, nor do I wish to suggest any other
ideal.”’”3 At another point, he added that he means neither an ideal
of a society that has become fully transparent, nor a society that has
become homogenized and unified.1”* He thinks that it would be wrong
to believe, on the basis of a formal idea of a society, created in certain
historical conditions, “that we have thereby also formulated the ideal
of a form of life which has become perfectly rational—there can be no
such ideal.175

Thus, it needs to be said that in consequence, we cannot expect social
theory to construct “a system of needs,” that is, a certain totality of a life-
form. It is also impossible to make predictions on the value of competing
life-forms. Therefore, domination-free communication can be considered
a condition necessary for a dignified life, but it cannot be considered as
an ample condition for historical articulation of a successful life-form.
And thus, describing the development of a given society by means of
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particular dimensions—among which Habermas refers to “the reflexivity
and complexity of social systems on the one hand, and to the social forces
of production and forms of social integration on the other”—one society
can, by means of comparison, “be superior to another with reference to
the level of differentiation of its economic or administrative system, or
with reference to technologies and legal institutions”; however, “it does not
follow that we are entitled to value this society more highly as a whole, as
a concrete totality, as a form of life.”17¢

To sum up, it is worth referring to two quotes: the words of Albrecht
Wellmer that Habermas himself quoted, and a fragment of Habermas's
text. Wellmer wrote that “we can specify only certain formal conditions of
a rational life—such as a universalistic moral consciousness, a universalistic
law, a collective identity that has become reflexive, and so forth. But insofar
as we are dealing with the possibility of a rational life in the substantial
sense, with the possibility of a rational identity, there is no ideal limit
value describable in terms of formal structures. There exists rather only
the success or failure of the efforts to achieve a form of life in which the
unconstrained identity of individuals, along with unconstrained reciprocity
among individuals, becomes an experienceable reality.”V”7 In turn, since it
is impossible to point to the best life-form, Habermas wrote that we do
not have any prospects for such life-forms, even in abstracto. We know
only that “if they could be realized at all, they would have to be produced
through our own combined effort and be marked by solidarity, though
they need not necessarily be free of conflict. Of course, ‘producing’ does
not mean manufacturing according to the model of realizing intended
ends. Rather, it signifies a type of emergence that cannot be intended, an
emergence out of a cooperative endeavor [. . .]. This endeavor is fallible,

and it does fail over and over again.”178

Cooperative Effort

Habermas thinks that despite the fallible—and still unsuccessful—nature
of cooperative effort, we can nevertheless make a normative distinction,
that is, present the universal conditions for everyday communicative
practice as well as the conditions for acting with respect to the processes
of discursive will-formation.”® Accordingly, he has offered a perspective
that he himself has labeled as utopian, based on the formal conditions
of undistorted intersubjectivity. He has not suggested any particular
way of life. A utopian perspective is embedded in communicative
rationality—the “utopianism” of the theory of communicative action—
and is restricted merely to presenting the formal conditions for human
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communication.!8 Habermas has continued to believe that among these
structures of undistorted intersubjectivity “can be found a necessary
condition for individuals reaching an understanding among themselves
without coercion, as well as for the identity of an individual coming to
an understanding with himself or herself without force.”181

Taking that into consideration, it is hard to accuse Habermas’s
theory of utopianism in the traditional sense: the sense of delineating a
concrete but hardly real vision of a brave new world.!82 In his opinion, it is
impossible to construct such an ideal vision, for we do not have access to
all of the knowledge necessary for realizing such a project. In consequence,
just as the theory of communicative action cannot deviate into “the
fundamentalist wilderness,” neither can the sciences preoccupied with the
cultural tradition, social intervention, and socialization. And pragmatism
and hermeneutics have grown aware of that. As Habermas has said of the
social researcher, “The totality of the background knowledge constitutive
for the construction of the lifeworld is no more at his disposition than
at that of any social scientist—unless an objective challenge arises, in
the face of which the lifeworld as a whole becomes problematic. Thus
a theory that wants to ascertain the general structures of the lifeworld
cannot adopt a transcendental approach; it can only hope to be equal to
the ratio essendi of its object when there are grounds for assuming that
the objective context of life in which the theoretician finds himself is
opening up to him its ratio cognoscendi.”’83 In the case of a social theory
that relies on the theory of communicative action, what is left to do is
assume a critical attitude toward preunderstanding that originates from
its own social surroundings‘

Communication—Premises and Arguments (Ethics of Discourse)

Cooperative effort, about which Habermas has written, is to rest on
communication. In order to advocate for it and the understanding that
results from it, we need to presuppose certain fringe conditions so
that communication and understanding can emerge. In other words,
if in the course of the process of communication we expect to reach an
agreement, the constitution of which shall not be affected by anything
except for rational argumentation and mutual kindness as well as
open-mindedness of the dialogue parties, we need to presume that
it is possible for an ideal communicative situation to occur. All of
that corresponds to the program of the ethics of discourse that—as
Habermas discussed—is briefly presented in the following fragment

of Thomas McCarthy's text:
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Communication that is oriented toward reaching understanding inevi-
tably involves the reciprocal raising and recognition of validity-claims.
Claims to truth and rightness, if radically challenged, can be redeemed
only through argumentative discourse leading to rationally motivated
consensus. Universal-pragmatic analysis of the conditions of discourse
and national consensus show these to rest on the supposition of an
“ideal speech situation” characterized by an effective equality of chances
to assume dialogue roles. This unavoidable (but usually counterfac-
tual) imputation is an “illusion” constitutive of the very meaning of
rational argumentation. . . . Thus the universal-pragmatic conditions
of possibility of rationally justifying norms of action or evaluation have

themselves a normative character,184

In other words, discourse aims at arriving at a consensus: arriving
at understanding. In order for that to happen, we need to pursue
communication in accordance with the rules of the ethics of speech, by
means of speech acts, which are connected with given validity claims.
What also needs to be fulfilled is the condition of an ideal speech
situation. It comes down to the necessity of dialogue between equal
parties, cooperatively aiming at resolving a problem, and to the existence of
a cooperative attitude. In short, within the ethics of discourse, “those who
understand themselves as taking part in argumentation mutually suppose,
on the basis of the pre-theoretical knowledge of their communicative
competence, that the actual speech situation fulfills certain, in fact quite
demanding, preconditions.”’8> These are the communicative assumptions
that, according to Habermas, each of us needs to exercise intuitively if
we are to participate in the argumentative procedure. He added that
“we are made to assume—in a somewhat transcendental sense—that
these are met to a satisfactory extent, when hindered by given empirical
limitations.”186

Habermas has claimed that linguistic communication, for the sake
of which proper conditions were ensured, encompasses the potential of
building bonds and understanding by articulating valid reasons connected
with validity claims. Given expressions have valid reasons if they are apt or
they bring about success (cognitive dimension), credible or comprehensible
(practical-moral dimension), wise or convincing (evaluative dimension),
truthful and self-critical (the dimensions of articulating inner states),
and full of understanding (hermeneutic dimension).!” These reasons
are to be referred to if we want to assess the rationality of particular
people’s actions. Then we need to answer the question of whether they act
rationally in general, whether their expressions have valid reasons. And
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“when there appears a systematic effect in these respects, across various
domains of interaction [. . .}, we also speak of the rationality of a conduct
of life88 And in sociocultural conditions, allowing for such a conduct of
life, “there is reflected perhaps the rationality of a lifeworld shared not
only by individuals but by collectives as well.”189

Communication, History, and the Unity of Reason

Habermas has continued to defend the position that rational
communication contributes to the development of an emancipated society.
He remarked, however, that it would be a mistake to assume that an
emancipated society should rely only on domination-free communication.
In his opinion, that would be too much of a simplification.1? For
emancipation consists not only in communication free from domination
but also in the ongoing historical process connected with releasing the
potential of reason and rationalizing the lifeworld:

The release of a potential for reason embedded in communicative
action is a world-historical process; in the modern period it leads to a
rationalization of life-worlds, to the differentiation of their symbolic
structures, which is expressed above all in the increasing reflexivity
of cultural traditions, in processes of individuation, in the generaliza-
tion of values, in the increasing prevalence of more abstract and more
universal norms, and so on. These are trends which do not imply some-
thing good in themselves, but which nevertheless indicate that the
prejudices background consensus of the life-world is crumbling, that
the number of cases is increasing in which interaction must be coordi-
nated through a consensus reached by the participants themselves.!!

So as to clarify his point, Habermas discussed particular historical
processes, which serve as examples of releasing the potential of reason
and which facilitate the rationalization of the lifeworld. He wrote,

I would not speak of “communicative rationalization” if, in the last two
hundred years of European and American history, in the last forty years
of the national liberation movements, and despite all the catastrophes,
a piece of “existing reason”, as Hegel would have put it, were not never-
theless also recognizable—in the bourgeois emancipation movements,
no less than in the workers’ movement, today in feminism, in cultural
revolts, in ecological and pacifist forms of resistance, and so forth. One
must also bear in mind the rather more subcutaneous transformations
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in patterns of socialization, in value-orientations—for example, in the
diffusion of expressive needs and moral sensitivities, or in the revolu-
tionizing of sexual roles, in an altered subjective significance of waged

work, and so on.192

Going even further, it is worth noticing that the whole historical
progress alluded to above, connected with extending the scope of what
is coordinated by means of understanding reached by the participants of
communication themselves, leads to constituting the unity of reason. It
can be said that this unity emerges in the course of our communicative
practice, in the process of reaching understanding. Of course, Habermas
is critical of the attempts at searching for the unity of reason in the field
of what is theoretical, for they lead back to metaphysics and to enchanting
the world anew. He wrote that “such attempts would have to lead back to
metaphysics, and thus behind the levels of learning reached in the modern
age into a re-enchanted world.”?®3> And Habermas's own intentions are
not, as he put it, “to conjure up the substantial unity of reason” and “to
make [him]self an advocate of such a regression.”1®% As far as the unity
is concerned, he stated, however, that “in the communicative practice
of everyday life, in which cognitive explanations, moral expectations,
expressions and evaluations interpenetrate, this unity is in a certain
way always already established.”®> Accordingly, it seems that it would
be plausible to say that the unity in question is produced in the course
of reaching understanding. Thus, we can agree with Habermas, who
argued that reason can still be a guard of unity. The unity of reason in
the diversity of voices—in a modern society of diversified life-forms—is

to emerge in the course of communication.196

Toward Modern Society

For the sake of a brief recapitulation of the aforementioned themes
concerning communication, it can be said that what Habermas wrote
about communicative rationality does not contribute to designing an
ideal world, nor is it a representation of something supposedly good
per se. What he said about it results from both the unavoidable
presuppositions that we need to put forward if our actions are to
lead us to understanding, as well as observations of certain historical
processes. By investigating them closely, it is possible to notice the
ongoing dissemination of the idea of reaching understanding and
the ongoing rationalization of the lifeworld, which is not a law but a
historical fact. This process leads to the shaping of modern society,
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so different from traditional ones. In such a society, communicative
action is freed from strictly normatively determined contexts,
the patterns of socialization are disseminated, and the processes
of individualization and identity construction are strengthened.197

Recapitulation

In the communicative theory of society, the basic issue consists in the
distinction between two types of action. Habermas distinguished between
purposive-rational actions and communicative actions. The former actions
contribute to the development of productive forces and improve our
material status. They are oriented to success. The latter actions allow
for domination-free communication and consensual regulation of social
conflicts. They are connected with pursuing understanding. These
two types of action are followed by two different types of rationality:
instrumental on the one hand, and communicative on the other. These
two types of action and of rationality delineate different patterns of
organizing social relations, that is, systems and the lifeworld. Systems
include economy or bureaucracy; the lifeworld—society and culture, the
institutions that are connected with them, and the human personality as
grasped in the social dimension.

In his deliberations, Habermas draws our attention to a particular
problem: the fact that success-oriented, rational actions and instrumental
rationality are the foundations not only of systems but also of the
lifeworld; in other words, the lifeworld is being colonized by systems.
Accordingly, law as an institution is being replaced with law as a medium,
and the political sphere as well as political and legal institutions begin
to depend to a greater and greater extent on the rules of instrumental
rationality. This rationality, as Habermas discussed, should not be the
only criterion for evaluating our institutions and actions. However, this
is precisely what happens, and purposive-rational actions connected with
instrumental rationality begin to determine human behavior. Accordingly,
the way of perceiving social progress is distorted: it is measured only
within the scope of controlling the forces of nature and the scope of
productive forces. In order to prevent it, we should take into consideration,
as Habermas has suggested, the existence of communicative rationality
connected with domination-free communication and consensual regulation
of social conflicts, so that moral and political progress, measured with
individualization and emancipation, can be possible.198 It is also important
to create the right conditions for communication during which free and
equal individuals can reach understanding. For Habermas, just as for John
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Dewey and for Rorty, the issue of the utmost importance rests not on
discovering some sort of one and ultimate truth but on the occurrence of
free and undistorted communication.!? Thus, it can be said after Rorty
that Habermas sees that “freedom has changed our sense of what human
inquiry is good for.”200 Rorty was, however, mistaken when he claimed
that it is a shift toward acknowledging the growing importance of freedom,
“from which Habermas hangs back.”?%! It shall become more obvious in
the next chapter, once we juxtapose previously presented themes in the
thought of Rorty and of Habermas.
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ON THE CONVERGENCE
OF THE PERSPECTIVES OF
RORTY AND HABERMAS

The Convergence

he two preceding chapters presented the central threads of Richard

Rorty’s and Jirgen Habermas's thought. And these do not seem as
different from each other as some critics have claimed. It is interesting to
speculate on whether the two philosophers would share this view them-
selves. Have they understood the perspectives they present in relation
to each other? If not, in what respects? Perhaps the differences they see
between their perspectives depend only on misinterpretations of each
other? The answers to these questions shall appear in this chapter. What
seems most interesting, though, is whether in light of the major or minor
differences between them, one can say that in terms of sociopolitical
thought their perspectives converge. In context of their acknowledgment
of the worth of democratic institutions, Rorty himself wrote, “We do not
disagree about the worth of traditional democratic institutions, or about
the sorts of improvements these institutions need, or about what counts as
“freedom from domination.” Our differences concern only the self-image
which a democratic society should have, the rhetoric which it should use
to express its hopes.”! The answer to “this most interesting question” shall
gradually emerge in the course of our considerations in this chapter, while
we ponder whether in the case of Rorty and Habermas we are actually
confronted only with different kinds of rhetoric. It is this thread that is
worth beginning with. And in order to state whether, indeed, there is a
difference between them of this kind—a difference which, according to
Rorty, was “merely philosophical” in nature and is manifested in different
ways of articulating one’s hopes—it will be necessary to pay attention to
those elements that are essential for their sociopolitical thought and that

127
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form its foundations. Our findings at this point shall allow us to paint
a more accurate picture of their perspectives, and allow us to refer to
the mentioned agreement on the worth of democratic institutions, the
improvements they need, and the understanding of what freedom from
domination is.

Different Rbetoric

Undoubtedly, both Rorty and Habermas have their own philosophical
projects that sometimes reflect some of the other’s intentions. As
Habermas said, “Richard Rorty precipitated a pragmatic turn in
epistemology, in which, despite all our differences, I was able to discern
some of my own intentions.”? It seems, however, that this is not the case
when Habermas argues that philosophy is significant in sociopolitical
terms, just as John Dewey did when he constructed his philosophy around
the needs of democratic society. The true importance of philosophical
concepts, for him, resides in their political implications. Rorty, however,
wanted to see his philosophical thought as, to a great extent, neutral
with regard to public life and political issues. This is why he—as an
“ironist intellectual”—is accused of suppressing genuine conversation
and constraining creativity.> Some of these accusations, as he claimed,
“come from know-nothings—people who have not read the books against
which they warn others, and are just instinctively defending their own
traditional roles.” However, he continued, “the same accusations are made
by writers who know what they are talking about, and whose views are
entitled to respect,” the most important among them being, as Rorty
suggested, Habermas.”

Habermas has criticized Rorty since—as Rorty claimed—he finds the
ironist line of development disastrous for social hope. Moreover, Habermas
sees the critique of the Enlightenment and the idea of rationality as
damaging the bonds between the members of a liberal society. For
Habermas—as Rorty himself observed—though agreeing with Nietzschean
criticism of the “subject-centered reason” of traditional rationalism, sees
him as leading us to a dead end. It is, in Habermas’s opinion, an example
of “the bankruptcy, for purposes of human “emancipation” of “philosophy
of subjectivity,” that is—as Rorty characterized it—"the attempt to spin
moral obligation out of our own vitals, to find deep within us, beyond
historical contingencies and the accidents of socialization, the origins
of our responsibility to others.”® However, according to Habermas, this
emancipation is important, and this is why he thinks that “this refusal
of the attempt to emancipate” has made “philosophical reflection at best
irrelevant, and at worst antagonistic, to liberal hope.”” He tries to replace
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the “philosophy of subjectivity” with a “philosophy of intersubjectivity” by
substituting the old, subject-centered concept of “reason,” common to both
Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Nietzsche, with “communicative reason.”8
It is by means of this concept of communicative reason that he wishes
to rebuild a certain form of rationality—communicative rationality—
connected with dialogue and everyday pursuit of consensus. In other
words—referring to communication free from domination—he wishes to
update rationalism.

Rorty remained skeptical about such a project. He thought that
according to Habermas the task of philosophy in this respect is to
“supply some social glue which will replace religious belief, and to see
Enlightenment talk of ‘universality’ and rationality’ as the best candidate
for this glue.” This is something Rorty could not consent to. He did not
want to update universalism or rationalism: he wished to remove them and
replace them with something else. He was driven by the desire to poeticize
culture and the Romantic hope for the possibility of new languages that
would contribute to the creation of new worlds. Thus, according to Rorty,
there is a tension between this hope and the belief in the necessity for
everyday pursuit of democratic consensus, characteristic of Habermas:
“Professor Habermas looks principally at the need for consensus in this
world now, whereas I am obsessed by the possibility of the disclosure
of new worlds. My deep wish for everything to be wonderfully, utterly
changed keeps me from saying that truth is idealized rational acceptability.
After all, you can only idealize what you have already got. But maybe
there is something you cannot even dream of yet.”l% One can say, then,
that not only do Rorty and Habermas use different kinds of rhetoric but
they also have different hopes and attitudes toward such essential issues as
the importance of rationality and the understanding of truth as idealized
rational acceptability. Rorty disagreed with, among other things, the way
in which Habermas sees their very role and significance. However, this,
as well as other objections that may emerge while studying the theory of
communicative action, are well recognized by Habermas himself.

Rorty’s Fear of Idealization

Habermas has written that “there is a more serious question: whether
the concepts of communicative action and of the transcending force of
universalistic validity claims do not reestablish an idealism.”! He knows
it is not easy to “counter the suspicion that with the concept of action
oriented to validity claims the idealism of a pure, nonsituated reason slips
in again, and the dichotomies between the realms of the transcendental
and the empirical are given new life in another form.”?

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

130 The Rorty-Habermas Debate

Rorty feared this kind of “idealism of a pure, nonsituated reason,” as
well as the idea of “truth as idealized rational acceptability.” He feared
idealization, rationalization, and the idea of truth, as well as universality.!1?
Rorty replaced the pursuit of objectivity present in classical philosophy
with the pursuit of solidarity in the linguistic community of which he
happened to be a member. He had a very specific objective he wished to
accomplish, being aware of his contextual roots in the “here and now.” As
Habermas said, “[H]e must not dream of an ideal community of all those
who communicate, freed from their provinciality [...]. He must rigorously
avoid every idealization, and it would be for the best if he did without the
concept of rationality altogether. For ‘rationality’ is a limit concept with
normative content, one which passes beyond the borders of every local
community and moves in the direction of a universal one.”* But is Rorty
right in doing so?

Idealized Rational Acceptability

After seeking to answer this question through a careful reading of Rorty’s
and Habermas’s texts, one can say that in the case of the numerous
controversies between them we are confronted with a kind of “commotion.”
It is due to the fact that Rorty misconceived some of the categories used
by Habermas, which manifested itself in Rorty claiming that Habermas'’s
universalism and rationalism is that of the Enlightenment. That would
point to the fact that his understanding of these concepts was quite
“traditional,” whereas the concepts themselves were not “traditional”
at all. Not noticing the difference—or not trying to notice it—Rorty
opposed the ideas of truth and rationality present in Habermas’s thought,
understanding them in the classical way. Accordingly, Habermas was
labeled by Rorty as an adherent of Platonism and Greek thought. As
Rorty put it,

I take Platonism and Greek thought generally to say, The set of candi-
dates for truth is already here, and all the reasons which might be given
for and against their truth are also already here; all that remains is to
argue the matter out. I think of romantic [...] hope as saying, Some day
all of these truth candidates, and all of these notions of what counts as
a good reason for believing them, may be obsolete; for a much better
world is to come—one in which we shall have wonderful new truth
candidates. If one holds the Greek view, then it is reasonable to define
truth in terms of idealized rational acceptability in the manner of
Habermas, Peirce, and Putnam. But that definition will be useless once
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one starts thinking of languages and truth-candidates as constantly in
the process of change.15

In the above quote, Rorty distinguished Platonism and Greek thought
on the one side from Romantic hope on the other. Platonism and Greek
thought are characterized by the belief that the collection of candidates
for the truth is already given, and that there are arguments for and against
them. Romantic hope, however, is characterized by the hope of a better
world. Strikingly, Rorty placed Habermas and Hilary Putnam among
the adherents of the “collection of candidates for the truth that is already
there” stance, since they write about the category of truth and define it as
“idealized rational acceptability.” Rorty did that believing that thinking
about truth is impossible without at least some objectivity. For him,
“Habermas thinks [...] that when you assert S you claim truth, you claim
to represent the real, and that reality transcends context.”’® Such attempts
by Habermas, as well as reference to the notion of an ideal epistemic
situation, was for Rorty, as he also repeated in Philosophy and Social Hope,
no more useful than talking about correspondence with reality or any
other notion that was previously used when speaking about truth.'” But
such an interpretation of Habermas’s reasoning is not accurate. He has
tried to say something different. Advocating the necessity for idealizing
the creation of such concepts as truth or validity does not need to lead to
false objectivistic conclusions. That is why he said that when we use the
concept of reality “we presuppose something transcendent.”

When classifying Habermas and Putnam as those claiming that there
is both the collection of candidates for truth and all the arguments for
or against them, it is important to notice that they define the concept
of truth as “idealized rational acceptability.” For him and Putnam, this
truth, however, is not something constant, as Rorty wrongly claimed.8
Habermas has explained that the objections presented by Rorty in
the past prompted him “to revise the discursive conception of rational
acceptability by relating it to a pragmatically conceived, nonepistemic
concept of truth, but without thereby assimilating ‘truth’ to ‘ideal
assertibility.”?® For Habermas the Truth is a feature of propositions
in a particular language. Truth is susceptible to a ceaseless process of
changes that cannot be predicted. According to Habermas, recognizing
something as true is possible only within a specific language. In other
words, what is true is what has been recognized as true within a given
community as a result of a rational dialogue. Habermas attempts here
to combine the language-transcendent understanding of reference with
the language-immanent understanding of truth as ideal assertibility.
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As he said, “On this view a statement is true if and only if, under the
rigorous pragmatic presuppositions of rational discourse, it is able to
withstand all efforts to invalidate it.”?? It is not very problematic then to
determine the concept of truth in light of ongoing changes as “idealized
rational acceptability.” For what is hidden in the concept of truth as
idealized rational acceptability is the thought that “an idealization of
this sort, which conceives of truth as acceptability grounded in reasons
under certain demanding conditions, would constitute a perspective
that would in turn point beyond the practices of justification that are
contingently established among us, one that would distance us from
these practices.”?! It is a step in this direction that Habermas finds
necessary. On this issue, he refers to the work of Hilary Putnam, who
justifies the idealizing, construction of concepts with the following:

(I)f the distinction between a conception that is held to be true here and
now and a conception that is true, that is, one that is acceptable under
idealized conditions, collapses, then we cannot explain why we are able
to learn reflexively, that is, are able also to improve our own standards
of rationality. The dimension in which self-distancing and self-critique
are possible, and in which our well-worn practices of justification can
thereby be transcended and reformed, is closed off as soon as that which
is rationally valid collapses into that which is socially current. [...] can
we explain the possibility of the critique and self-critique of established
practices of justification at all if we do not take the idea of the expan-
sion of our interpretive horizon seriously as an idea, and if we do not
connect this idea with the intersubjectivity of an agreement that allows
precisely for the distinction between what is current “for us” and what
is current “for them”?22

According to Habermas, the answer is negative, for he claims that
idealizing is necessary. In his opinion, everyday practice oriented toward
understanding is “permeated with unavoidable idealizations.”?3 As he
has stressed, referring to idealization here has nothing to do with the
ideas remaining in opposition to reality. It refers only to “the normative
contents that are encountered in practice, which we cannot do without,
since language, together with the idealizations it demands of speakers,
is simply constitutive for socio-cultural forms of life.”?* One may
add—treading beyond the words of Habermas—that if there were no
idealization, it would never be possible to break free from the ideological
embraces of fascism or communism during their domination; it would
never be possible to create another language that, in our opinion, would
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describe reality in a different or better way.?> In order to create such a
new language, we need a certain idealized vision of what kind of world
could emerge as a result of popularizing such a language. Introducing a
division into what is current “for us” and “for them” also involves some
sort of idealization. Rorty introduced this division and, at the same time,
he provided a basis for stating that idealizing strategies are also present

in his philosophy.

Presence of Idealization in the Philosophies of Habermas and Rorty

Though Rorty “must not dream of an ideal community of all those who
communicate, freed from their provinciality” and “should not let himself
be lured out of his participant perspective even when the price he has to
pay for this is admitted ethnocentrism,”?® we have the impression that, de
facto, this is what Rorty did. For this reason, Habermas has cast doubt
upon whether Rorty was successful in ending the existing “philosophical
language game,” as he wished to. Habermas has had the impression that
Rorty only began another round of the very same game. He is inclined to
such a view because of a rule present in Rorty’s philosophy: to diminish
human suffering and increase human equality. He finds this rule too
unrealistic a demand in light of pragmatic standards according to which
Rorty would wish to act: “How could we convince people to implement
these maxims in general practices if we could only appeal to the promotion
of each one’s happiness, instead of finding out, from a moral point of view,
the right thing to do? The moral point of view requires us to perform
another idealization, namely to imagine you and me as members of the
inclusive community of human beings and to strive for the role of a fallible,
yet impartial, judge on what would be equally good for everybody.”?” In
reference to the above, it is important to notice that Rorty did not write
about “diminishing human suffering and increasing human equality”
as rules that would be “universally followed.” However, it is possible to
say, quoting Habermas, that Rorty presented some sort of “moral point
of view,” though Rorty himself, even if he agreed on such a label, would
have added that it is the point of view of his own community. However,
we need to agree with Habermas that Rorty himself idealized when he
wrote about “others” who at present are outside of our community with
hope that perhaps one day they will become a part of it.?8 Thinking
about potential “others” as about members of our community requires
an idealization: imagining a community broader than ours, a community
that will grow as a result of dialogue and not through the use of violence
or making somebody suffer.
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Rorty indeed claimed that it is better to deliberate and refer to what
is justifiable for a particular “auditorium,” and that it is desirable to
reject the idea of a universal and ideal auditorium, but, at the same
time, he also claimed that “some auditoria are morally and politically
better than others.” The belief that they are “better” is not, however,
followed by a belief that the argumentation used within them is better
or worse.?® He is undoubtedly right. We speak from the perspective of a
particular auditorium and we use arguments that are most persuasive for
a particular auditorium. Although we present them from the perspective
of the auditorium we belong to, while using them, we may refer to some
image of what this auditorium could be like. We construct a certain
idealized model of an auditorium that will be, for instance, bigger than
the present one, and will speak with one voice about the issues crucial to
its functioning. And it is only with respect to such an idealized model
that we may recognize some auditoria as morally or politically better
than others. And Rorty accepts the possibility of such an evaluation. We
have to state, then, that from his perspective, this is possible due to the
idealized vision of community that he presented: a vision of community
that is expanding with time thanks to the tolerant and rational behavior
connected with settling the differences in the course of communication
and renounce using violence and causing suffering.>® From Rorty’s point
of view advising people to be rational means here to try to convince them
that we share enough beliefs and desires that can be the basis “to permit
agreement on how to coexist without violence.”?! Being rational means for
Rorty acquiring a larger loyalty, because any agreement “creates a form
of community, and will, with luck, be the initial stage in expanding the
circles of those whom each party to the agreement had previously taken

to be “people like ourselves.”?

They Do Not Differ That Much

Ultimately, despite his fear and initial misunderstanding of certain
threads of Habermas’s thought, Rorty discerned that when it came to
idealizing the concept of rational acceptability, his opinions did not
differ that much from those of Habermas: “Habermas is right that the
difference between the attempt common to him, Putnam, and Peirce—the
attempt to idealize the notion of rational acceptability—and my attempt
to build utopian social hope is not all that great. My attempt amounts to
thinking of the contrast between the merely justified and the true not as
the contrast between the actual and the ideal, but simply as the contrast
between justification to us as we are here and now and justification to
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a superior version of ourselves, the version we hope our descendants
will exemplify.”3> After overcoming these obstacles, often connected
with imprecise interpretations of each other’s opinions, both Habermas
and Rorty discerned that in the abovementioned issue the difference
between them was not that great. Rorty then had nothing to fear with
regard to Habermas’s work on idealization, for it is not connected with
the “old-style” idealism: with the idealism of a “pure, nonsituated reason”
that Rorty feared. Habermas, when writing about this kind of idealism,
does not try to point to absolute truths outside the community he is in.
The difference between him and Rorty rests in the fact that, as Rorty
himself said, on the one hand, there is the “justification for ourselves,”
and on the other, the justification “for the better version of ourselves.”
Of course, Rorty claimed that he proceeded only with the former; but
we have to say that, though not admitting it, he also proceeded with the
latter: he idealized and presented a better version of ourselves. He did
not admit it, for—as Habermas wrote—a contextualist such as Rorty
“must exercise caution in order not to take that which he may assert
as a participant within a specific historical linguistic community and a
corresponding cultural form of life and translate it into a statement made
from the third-person perspective of an observer.”4

Therefore, it can be said that the issue with one of the differences
between them has been somehow resolved, and that—as Rorty himself
stated—the difference is not that big.3> We can say that it resides in
naming what Rorty and Habermas do rather than in what they do. Is this
also the case when it comes to the hopes that motivate them? Shall we
agree with the aforementioned words of Rorty on this issue?

New Worlds

As has already been said, Rorty claimed that, unlike Habermas, he was
not interested in the necessity for consensus in our present world but
rather was occupied with the thought of the possibility of discovering
new worlds. This was, according to Rorty, and as Habermas rightly
observed, due to the fact that “our vocabularies serve the creative function
of letting us see situations and problems in a different—and one hopes a
more convenient—useful, and efficient way. It is up to us language-using
animals to produce new and better vocabularies in a similar way as we
have always produced new and better tools.”3®

Rorty suggested that we free our culture from all philosophical
vocabulary constructed around the categories of reason, rationality, truth,
and knowledge, and thereby wrest these categories from their central
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place.3” He suggested we do away with the dualisms that are the legacy
of Plato. The objectivity of cognition amounts to the intersubjectivism of
compliance, and the validity of a given belief to its acceptability. At the
same time, he suggested we replace the vocabulary we have inherited with
a new one. He wanted a new narration that would inhere in poeticizing
the culture.

Rorty’s project, thus outlined, is close also to that of Habermas, who—
as it has already been said—advocates perceiving the category of truth as
changeable, and, at the same time, departing from its classical conception.
He agrees, as he himself wrote, with Rorty’s “penetrating criticism of
realist conceptions of ‘truth as correspondence” and accepts “the Deweyan
proposal to explain ‘truth as warranted assertability.”?® He therefore
agrees on wresting the category of truth from its central place in our
culture. As he put it, “For my own part, in any case, I have said goodbye to
the emphatic philosophical claim to truth.”® Like Rorty, he does not want
to present “one grand truth,” neither is he a maker of a “Weltanschauung”;
he would like, instead, to “produce a few small truths.”% He regards such
a work as “constructive,” and he compares it to puzzle work in which other
theories are its pieces. These pieces are useful in the game, depending
on their strength and plausibility. It can be said then that Habermas,
as an adherent of creating new theories, or at least, as he himself said,
“contributing to them,” is also, like Rorty, an adherent of creating new
languages.#!

Creating New Worlds

But creating new languages is connected, according to Habermas, with
an obstacle: the problem of their justification. As he observes, since,
according to Rorty, new language is to be more suitable for the present
conditions of living, and validation of a new language is to depend on
expediency, it cannot be provided with the validation it would obtain
if it results from the deconstruction of the old and illusory language.
This new language is not, in Habermas’s opinion, that new at all. He
said, “If we look at it more closely, the new language appears, however,
neither new nor particularly functional. The conceptual frame which
Rorty introduces for ‘coping’ and ‘problem solving’ is well known from
nineteenth-century naturalism, when people like Spencer extended the
Darwinian conception of mutation, selection, and adaptation from the
field of biology to the social and cultural sciences (without much success,
by the way). The language game of the survival of the fittest may at best
count as one among several more or less established vocabularies, so
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that we need reasons why we should prefer this one.”*?> Then a question
arises: why should we choose this and not another language game—a
given narration? What, in Rorty’s case, would be the justification for
choosing a particular vocabulary? Should it rest on the general success
of science? As we recall, according to Rorty, each vocabulary should be
regarded as one of many, and the conflicting theories and languages, if
they are affirmed—rooted—within their contexts, should not be treated
as competing but as different: “They cannot compete for anything but the
satisfaction of context-depending needs. ‘Good’ theories fit the needs at
certain times and places; if they keep fitting they will adapt to different
times and places.” In short, according to Rorty, theories and languages
do not need any validation apart from the potential for reproduction
and functional efficacy. But if that indeed was the case, Rorty would
not be able to present any arguments justifying his calling for rejecting
Platonism. Referring to its lack of functionality—as Habermas noted—
will not aid Rorty, for its present functional usefulness is ample validation
for the further existence of this tradition. But Rorty does not notice this
functional usefulness. To answer the question, Why should we change
the present language and replace its common sense with something else?,
he somehow justified the attempt at departing from placing particular
categories in the center of our culture. For it should be done, among other
things, because of philosophical problems connected with the dualisms
present in this culture and because of the hope that perhaps Charles
Darwin pointed to a new moral world waiting to be discovered. What
would this world be like? Rorty replied, “We will never find out unless we
try. I think that the romantic hope of substituting new common sense for
old common sense is a reason for skepticism about the latter. Such hope
amounts to saying the world is still young. The cultural evolution of our
species is just beginning. We do not have any idea yet of the possibilities,
but we need to take full advantage of people like Luther, Copernicus,
Galileo, Darwin, and Freud, because they give us our chances. They are
our chances to transform the candidates for truth and thereby make
previous patterns of justification obsolete. 4

According to Rorty, such new worlds need significant time to achieve
their full glory. They evolve as a result of transformations occurring in
the language itself, and they emerge within it as do prominent spots
on the sun’s surface, as “protuberances.” Ostensibly, despite a certain
convergence, there is some tension between Rorty and Habermas, for
the former is motivated by Romantic hope, and the latter by the need
for consensus. Habermas wrote about this point of difference in Philo-
sophical Discourse of Modernity, after a brief introduction:
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According to Rorty, science and morality, economics and politics, are
delivered up to a process of language-creating protuberances in just
the same way as art and philosophy. Like Kuhnian history of science,
the flux of interpretations beats rhythmically between revolutions and
normalizations of language. He observes this back-and-forth between
two situations in all fields of cultural life: “One is the sort of situation
encountered when people pretty much agree on what is wanted, and
are talking about how best to get it. In such a situation there is no need
to say anything terribly unfamiliar, for argument is typically about the
truth of assertions rather than about the utility of vocabularies. The
contrasting situation is one in which everything is up for grabs at once—
in which the motives and terms of discussion are a central subject of
argument. [...] In such periods people begin to toss around old words in
new senses, to throw in the occasional neologism, and thus to hammer
out a new idiom which initially attracts attention to itself and only
later gets put to work.” One notices how the Nietzschean pathos of a
Lebensphilosophie that has made the linguistic turn beclouds the sober
insights of pragmatism; in the picture painted by Rorty, the renovative
process of linguistic world-disclosure no longer has a counterpoise in
the testing processes of intramundane practice. The “Yes” and “No” of
communicatively acting agents is so prejudiced and rhetorically over-
determined by their linguistic contexts that the anomalies that start to
arise during the phases of exhaustion are taken to represent only symp-
toms of waning validity, or aging processes analogous to processes of
nature—and are not seen as the result of deficient solutions to problems

and invalid answers.*>

Habermas disagrees with Rorty, who claimed that there is no counterpoise.
In Habermas’s perspective, it is the participants of communication that
resolve problems, noticing the deficiency of solutions and the invalidity of
answers. They are not left to the “natural” processes of the arising vitality
of new narrations and the diminishing of the previous “vital powers.”
Rorty also believed that in this respect he differed from Habermas.
He saw Habermas as someone who was willing to presume that the
languages of science and technology, of law and morality, of economics
and politics find revival in metaphorical trails, but he deemed it too big
a step to admit that they are subject to the process of protuberances
that make up language. When referring to this issue, he wrote that
Habermas “wants world-disclosure always to be checked for ‘validity’
against intramundane practice. He wants there to be argumentative
practices, conducted within ‘expert cultures, which cannot be overturned
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by exciting, romantic disclosures of new worlds. He is more afraid of the
sort of ‘romantic’ overthrow of established institutions exemplified by
Hitler and Mao than of the suffocating effect of what Dewey called ‘the
crust of convention’ (e.g., the possibly suffocating effect of traditional
divisions between ‘spheres of culture’).”*® The above words of Rorty’s
are convincing only to a certain extent. Is it possible, though, to disagree
with them completely? In accordance with them, Habermas would wish
for the existence of argumentative practices that cannot be “overturned.”
Such an interpretation does not seem right, though. The argumentative
practices can be “overturned,” and Habermas wrote at length about
such a danger. This sort of situation may take place when a system and
actions aiming at success enter those areas of the lifeworld that should be
regulated with communicative action: the pursuit of understanding via
the use of arguments. Additionally, those “argumentative practices” are
necessary, according to Habermas, for a free and rational communication
between parties and for a consensus achieved in its course. Certain formal
conditions need to be met during the processes of reaching understanding
in order for that to happen. He does not say, however, that these processes
are insusceptible to ongoing changes.

In other words, when presenting Habermas’s thought, Rorty
misinterpreted some issues. We need to note, though, that Rorty rightly
observed that Habermas wants to check the “validity” of world-disclosures
against intramundane practice; however, it also has to be stated that this
process is reciprocal. For Habermas claims that what we are faced with
is interaction ongoing between the processes of discovering the world
and the intramundane processes of learning. This process is symmetrical
and results in the interpenetration of knowledge about language and
knowledge about the world. And thus, “while one enables the acquisition
of the other, world-knowledge may, in turn, correct linguistic knowledge
(as Putnam convincingly argues). Relevant parts of a world-disclosing
language that first enables speakers and actors to look at, cope with, and
interpret in a specific way anything that might occur to them can well
be revised in the light of what they have learned from their innerworldly
encounters.”” Therefore, Habermas proposed that Rorty should depart
from “the misleading idea about the inclusive nature of world-disclosing
languages.”® Rorty, however, did not seem to stick to this “misleading
idea” as much as it could be presumed on the basis of the aforementioned
quotes. As an effect of deliberation, at a certain point, he actually stated
that the relation between the processes of learning and processes of
discovering the world is as complex as Habermas suggests.*® Thus, he
agreed that there is a sort of feedback between the two areas. He also
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wrote, “I just want to say that sometimes you can easily integrate world
disclosure with learning processes, but sometimes it is harder. Sometimes
you get an epiphany—something that is not so much a response to an
antecedent challenge as a sudden upsurge of the indescribably strange
and wonderful.””® Habermas would agree that there is the described
possibility of the occurring of the phenomena of protuberances that
construct language. Those protuberances would not be, from such a
perspective, only an effect of intramundane encounters. They would stem
from the closely connected and continuously affecting symbiotic processes
of discovering the world and the intramundane processes of learning.
Therefore, they should be regarded as dependent, to a lesser or greater
extent, on the processes of reflection upon the solutions that turned out
deficient, or the answers that ceased to be valid.

It can be said then that Rorty recognized the importance of
“intramundane encounters” and their results, which affect further
interactions, and would have agreed that we partake in the processes of
“discovering” the world. Thus, it can be presumed that he would have
been ready to agree with Habermas on this issue.® Did he, however, agree
completely?

Validity Claims

The feedback between linguistic circumstance and the results of the
processes of learning—the feedback that makes learning possible—
is indebted, according to Habermas, to “the context-transcending
range and context-bursting force of criticizable claims to validity on
the intersubjective—but fallible—recognition on which our daily
communicative practices depend.”? In other words, the relation between
the processes of discovering the world and the intramundane processes
of learning depends on the idealizing presumption of the existence of
validity claims. They are one of the formal conditions that have to be met
in order for undistorted communication and the process of learning to be
possible. The analysis of these claims points to, as Habermas wrote, “the
idea of an intact intersubjectivity, which makes possible both a mutual and
constraint-free understanding among individuals in their dealings with
one another and the identity of individuals who come to a compulsion-
free understanding with themselves. This intact intersubjectivity is a
glimmer of symmetrical relations marked by free, reciprocal recognition.”?
Habermas continues to believe that it is this intact intersubjectivity that
makes the idealizing presumption of the existence of validity claims,
“transcending the context,” or—in other words—"“transcending the
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horizon of the present context,” possible. This “transcending” is possible,
according to Habermas, because

even in the most difficult processes of reaching understanding, all
parties appeal to the common reference point of a possible consensus,
even if this reference point is projected in each case from within their
own contexts. For, although they may be interpreted in various ways
and applied according to different criteria, concepts like truth, ratio-
nality, or justification play the same grammatical role in every linguistic
community. [...] all languages offer the possibility of distinguishing
between what is true and what we hold to be true. The supposition of
a common objective world is built into the pragmatics of every single
linguistic usage.”*

Accordingly, we can say that Habermas wishes to present the concept
of reason as connected with both transcendent and context-dependent
validity claims. And “the validity claimed for propositions and norms
transcends spaces and times.”” He stated, however, that validity claims
are raised here and now—in specific contexts—and that the universal
presuppositions of communicative action must not be treated as the key
to achieving ultimate understanding.>® Thus, he argued that the idea of
communicative reason is haunted by the spectrum of a transcendental
illusion, and the idealizing presuppositions need to be treated with
some skepticism. He also added that the “pragmatic presuppositions of
communicative action suggest the objectivistic fallacy according to which
we could take up the extramundane standpoint of a subject removed from
the world, help ourselves to an ideal language that is context-free and
appears in the singular, and thereby make infallible, exhaustive, and thus
definitive statements.”’

Habermas knows that what he has to say on the above issue is by no
means an alternative to cautious, admittedly ethnocentric contextualism.
The contextualist concept of language, of which Rorty is an adherent, “is
impervious to the very real force of the counterfactual, which makes itself
felt in the idealizing presuppositions of communicative action.”8

Rorty against the Idea of Communicative Rationality

Rorty was against the idea of validity claims and communicative reason.
Rorty claimed that we should do away with the belief that “reason’ names
a healing, reconciling, unifying power—the source of human solidarity.”
He believed that there is no such “source” and that “the idea of human
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solidarity is simply the fortunate happenstance creation of modern times,”
and this is why “we no longer need a notion of ‘communicative reason’
to substitute for that of ‘subject-centered reason’. We do not need to
replace religion with a philosophical account of a healing and unifying
power which will do the work once done by God.”®® According to Rorty,
and unlike in Habermas’s thought, the concept of rationality cannot
be useful in expressing the essence of secular cultures. He deemed it
useless in light of the existence of accident and contingency. Recognizing
this concept as a “healing and uniting power” may, moreover—in his
opinion—Ilead to promoting, regardless of the price, one right option
and to the emergence of different fundamentalist attitudes. But is he
right? It is worth asking the question whether it is indeed the category
of rationality that is responsible for the emergence of such attitudes.
Habermas provided the answer:

In specific situations it is quite true that terrorist activities may be
connected with the overextension of one of these cultural moments,
that is, with the inclination to aestheticize politics, to replace politics
with moral rigorism, or to subjugate politics to dogmatic doctrines.
But these almost intangible connections should not mislead us into
denouncing the intentions of an intransigent Enlightenment as the
monstrous offspring of a “terroristic reason”. Those who link the project
of modernity with the conscious attitudes and spectacular public deeds
of individual terrorists are just as short-sighted as those who claim that
the incomparably more persistent and pervasive bureaucratic terrorism
practised in obscurity, in the cellars of the military and the secret police,
in prison camps and psychiatric institutions, represents the very essence
of the modern state (and its positivistically eroded form of legal domi-
nation) simply because such terrorism utilizes the coercive means of

the state apparatus.®?

In short, the fact that a “terrorist” refers to the rationality of his or
her actions and beliefs does not mean that what rationality results
in is terrorism. Thus, we cannot blame the category of truth for the
pathological contexts in which it happens to appear.

To consider the concept of communicative rationality as involved in
the attempt at articulating the one and only right and true, and thus
opposing the plurality and diversity of voices, is not proper either.
Habermas has written about the unity of reason—the unity of reason
in the diversity of its voices—but it is not the unity of a theoretical
perspective of some kind that is meant here; what is meant by Habermas
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is the unity that is accomplished in the course of actions oriented toward
consensus, the unity that is produced via communicative actions and the
accompanying, previously presumed, validity claims. When writing about
unity, Habermas also added that he is against talking about diversity
and difference only. He described such attempts as follows: “Repulsion
towards the One and veneration of difference and the Other obscures
the dialectical connection between them. For the transitory unity that is
generated in the porous and refracted intersubjectivity of a linguistically
mediated consensus not only supports but furthers and accelerates the
pluralization of forms of life and the individualization of lifestyles. More
discourse means more contradiction and difference. The more abstract
the agreements become, the more diverse the disagreements with which
we can nonviolently live.”®! It is not then undisputable unity that is in
question but forming provisional unities that are to change over time.
Their production is not an effect of the communication process and the
agreement that follows. If we were aware of the temporariness of the unity,
there would be no reason for fear or doubt, such as that of Rorty’s, that it
may be absolutized and, accordingly, enforced. The idea of unity does not
need to entail the fear of coercive integration of diversity.6> Therefore,
Habermas has claimed that moral universalism should not be regarded
as negating individualism but as facilitating it. And ascribing identical
meanings should not be regarded as a violation of metaphorical ambiguity
but as a prerequisite for it. Thus, the unity of reason should not be
regarded as a limitation on the diversity of voices, for it does not impede
the “increasing willingness to live in pluralism” for which Rorty cares so
much.®®> And it seems that Rorty understood Habermas, because in Rorty
and His Critics he said, “I agree with Habermas that it is as pointless to
prize diversity as to prize unity.”®* In light of the above, Rorty should
agree with Habermas’s understanding of unity, for he himself wrote about
its form existing in the diversity of voices, about agreement emerging
in spite of the diversity of private goals: “I want to see freely arrived at
agreement as agreement on how to accomplish common purposes (e.g.,
prediction and control of the behavior of atoms or people, equalizing life-
chances, decreasing cruelty), but I want to see these common purposes
against the background of an increasing sense of the radical diversity
of private purposes, of the radically poetic character of individual lives,
and of the merely poetic foundations of the ‘we-consciousness’ which
lies behind our social institutions.”> Undoubtedly, this easily achieved
agreement should first be connected with acknowledging that creating
“new worlds” is sensible and that it should unite us despite our diversity
and plurality.
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Necessary Communicative Rationality

Habermas does not think that the concept of communicative rationality
has anything to do with one correct representation of reality.®® When
he wrote about communicative rationality he did not mean marking
out a highway to truth but defining the conditions for undistorted
communication. Rorty understood rationality in a similar way; ultimately,
he stated that his understanding of rationality is related to such concepts
as curiosity, persuasion, and tolerance. In other words, instead of
understanding the concept of rationality through the prism of the concept
of truth, he presented it in the context of the concept of communication
and, accordingly, wrote,

To put all this another way, I should like us to detach the notion of
rationality from that of truth. I want to define rationality as the habit
of attaining our ends by persuasion rather than force. As I see it, the
opposition between rationality and irrationality is simply the opposi-
tion between words and blows. To analyze what it is for human beings
to be rational is (and here I take up a familiar theme from Habermas’s
own work) to understand techniques of persuasion, patterns of justifica-
tion, and forms of communication. There is, it seems to me, considerable
convergence between Habermas’s substitution of communicative reason
for subject-centered reason and what I am calling the Protagorean/

Emersonian tradition.®”

Though initially he did not wish to recognize the necessity for talking
about communicative rationality, he eventually admitted that it did play
a significant role in his own work.%® He perceived it as the practice of
achieving our aims through argumentation, which is a counterweight to
the alternative means of achieving aims—that is, by “force” or violence.
Rorty’s understanding of rationality was then close to what Habermas
has presented as communicative rationality.®® With respect to this
“closeness,” Rorty claimed that there is a far-reaching convergence of
communicative rationality and the tradition of Protagoras and Emerson,
the latter tradition of which he was an adherent. It is expressed, inter alia,
in articulating what conditions should be satisfied in order for free and
tolerant communication to occur.”’? Such an articulation of rationality in
Rorty’s philosophy is what Habermas himself has pointed to:

Rorty even specifies the conditions for the required context of free and
tolerant discussions. While granting equal access to all relevant persons,
information, and reasons, this form of communication should rule
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out any kind of exclusionary and repressive mechanisms, propaganda,
brainwashing, and so on. In stressing the open, inclusive, nonrepres-
sive features of a communication within a more and more idealized
auditorium, Rorty approaches willy nilly my description of “rational
discourse” and Putnam’s formula of truth as “rational acceptability
under idealized conditions”. Within this kind of “superassertability”,
Rorty unintentionally slides, however, back into the domain of what he

calls a “Platonist culture.””!

The above assessment by Habermas is to a great extent right. We can find
some specification of formal conditions for undistorted communication
also in Rorty’s thought. In other words, we are faced with a certain
idealized image of rational discourse: presenting ideal conditions for
unconstrained dialogue. Thus, undoubtedly, Rorty unconsciously
moved toward what he has wished to part with forever. It does not
seem plausible, though, to accordingly state that Rorty was heading for
the sphere of “Platonic culture”—unless the term is being used here in
order to point out that he moved toward yet another “involvement” in
the necessity ofintroducing some idealization—constructing an abstract
model that is to serve as a signpost specifying how to behave on the path
ahead of us.

Therefore, we can after all say that in this respect Rorty and Habermas
seem to agree. For both, communicative rationality is a certain “uniting
force.” As a “healing element,” it is not some concrete knowledge or truth.
It is but formal rules that should be consulted to enable communication.
Habermas acknowledges their importance, and so did Rorty.”> We need
to add, though, that what Rorty did not do is point to the universal
element existing within them: he did not point, as Habermas does, to
the universality of validity claims for the normatively charged concept
of communication, which “operates with validity claims that can be
redeemed discursively and with formal-pragmatic presuppositions about
the world, and links understanding speech acts to the conditions of their
rational acceptability.”’? Rorty wrote, “The principal differences between
Habermas and myself concern the notion of Universal validity. I think
that we can get along without that notion and still have a sufficiently rich
notion of rationality. We can keep all that was good in Platonism even
after we drop the notion of universal validity. Habermas thinks that we
still need to keep it.”7* And he repeated that claim when responding to
Habermas in Rorty and His Critics by saying, “I argued that the switch
to ‘communicative rationality’ should lead us to drop the idea that when
I make an assertion I am implicitly claiming to be able to justify it to all
audiences, actual and possible.””>
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Difference

According to the above, both Rorty and Habermas care for freely
accomplished agreement and maintenance of “the diversity of voices.”
Habermas does also recognize the role of change and contingency;
thus, in his opinion, agreement that we arrive at is temporary, and the
points of dispute have to be discussed all over again in the process of
communication.’® In the course of his debates with Rorty, he said that
he developed “the idea that discourses remain embedded in the context
of lifeworld practices because it is their function to reestablish a partially
disrupted background understanding,”’” Therefore, communicative reason,
about which Habermas has written, treats almost everything, even the
conditions for the emergence of our own linguistic medium, as contingent.
Almost everything, but not everything. And this is where the difference
between Rorty and Habermas lies.

Habermas does not believe that “the whole is the false, that everything is
contingent, that there is no consolation whatsoever. [...] It [communicative
reason] neither announces the absence of consolation in a world forsaken
by God, nor does it take it upon itself to provide any consolation. It does
without exclusivity as well. As long as no better words for what religion
can say are found in the medium of rational discourse, it will even coexist
abstemiously with the former, neither supporting it nor combatting it.””8
We can say, then, that Habermas, in spite of his awareness of the existence
of contingency, is against thinking about its totality and thinking about
it as something ubiquitous and all-embracing.”® He differs in this respect
from Rorty, for he has continued to believe that “for everything that
claims validity within linguistically structured forms of life, the structures
of possible mutual understanding in language constitute something
that cannot be gotten around.”®® Of course, “the reality facing our
propositions is not ‘naked’, but is itself already permeated by language.
The experience against which we check our assumptions is linguistically
structured and embedded in contexts of action.”8! Therefore, he wrote
about transcendence as related to recognizing in other languages the
same significant element of consensus, that is, validity claims. And it is an
element necessary for communication in general. In other words, according
to Habermas, validity claims are the formal condition for communication
in all languages, and thus he could write about their “universality.”

Rorty did not accept the fact that we are to recognize the universality
of validity claims: that they transcend contexts on which we are dependent
and that they universally serve as a formal condition for communication
and achieving a consensus.?? Accordingly, he also did not agree with
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Habermas’s belief that in every language there is “the possibility of
distinguishing between what is true and what we hold to be true” and that
“the supposition of a common objective world is built into the pragmatics
of every single linguistic usage.”> Rorty believed that such a claim is
disputable in light of what he called the contingency of language, and this
is also why it is absent in his poeticized culture of a liberal utopia.®4 In his
opinion, as far as the changing vocabularies are concerned, it is difficult
to maintain the prerequisites crucial for communicative rationality, such
as the concept of unconditionality and universal validity. On this point,
he wrote, “I think that the notions of unconditionality and universal
validity run into trouble when you go from one set of truth candidates to
another—that is, when you go from the propositions taken seriously before
an intellectual revolution to those taken seriously after the revolution. I
think it is hard to preserve the notions of unconditionality and universal
validity across such changes in vocabulary.”®> Rorty was critical of the
attempts at maintaining them. He believed that universalism inclined
Habermas toward replacing ahistorical rooting with convergence that is to
be the guarantee for “rationality” of communication. Though Habermas
is willing to abandon the problem of harmony between the human subject
and the object of cognition, he insists, according to Rorty, that the process
of communication should be regarded as convergent, as one in the course
of which “the transcendent moment of universal validity bursts every
provinciality asunder.”8¢

Rorty was suspicious about the idea of “universal validity”: about the
idea of universal validity claims upon which the “convergence” is to rest.
He believed that Habermas is motivated by the desire to maintain the
traditional narrative of “asymptotic approach to foci imaginarii.”8” He
claimed that it is possible to do without universal validity claims, for
this idea provokes many a problem.®8 As far as this observable difference
between him and Habermas is concerned, Rorty said, “But compared to
the similarities between my Emersonian secularist romanticism and his
notion of rationality as the search for undistorted communication rather
than as an attempt to get from appearance to reality, this difference may
not be so very important.”® Undoubtedly, Habermas would also agree
with that, considering the aim that they both wish to achieve. He has
not feared, as many critics of Rorty do, that departing from the classical
concept of truth is synonymous with the threat of the very foundations
of our culture falling apart.’® Unlike Rorty, he has wished, however, to
point to validity claims to support the idea of undistorted communication,
but this appears to the author of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature too
far a step.
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Issue of Understanding Human Nature

Heading toward the end of our considerations concerning possible
differences between the perspectives of Rorty and of Habermas, it is
worth adding something that has not yet been discussed: that there is no
significant tension between them with respect to the issue of understanding
human nature, even though one may have such an impression after reading
some portions of Rorty's texts. And so, as Rorty wrote in Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity, liberal freedoms “require no consensus on any
topic more basic than their own desirability.””! Subsequently, he stated
that Habermas has a different opinion in this respect, that Habermas
did not trust the “literary” concept of philosophy, and thus that he has
maintained that liberal political freedoms require some roots in what
is universally human. And in Moral Identity and Private Autonomy, he
stated that “Habermas would like to ground moral obligation, and thus
social institutions, on something universally human.”? Rorty wrote
so because he regarded Habermas as a philosopher who thinks “in
terms of something deep within human beings, which is deformed by
acculturation,” though Habermas has agreed that “the self, the human
subject, is simply whatever acculturation makes of it.”3 One can have
doubts as to whether Rorty was right. Habermas does not seem to seek
what is universally human, what resides deeply within human beings. He
has written about unconditionality and universality, but not in the context
of supporting the idea of ahistorical human nature.®* Unconditionality
and universality concern certain elements that are the formal conditions
for communication and that are necessary for enabling it. Through these
concepts Habermas has wished to voice his intuition that it is possible to
talk about some universal elements of language as a communicative tool.
And when it comes to understanding human nature, Habermas could
possibly agree with Rorty that “we have to give up the idea that there are
unconditional, transcultural moral obligations, obligations rooted in an
unchanging, ahistorical, human nature.”®

To Recapitulate: Much in Common

It is worth emphasizing that Rorty’s opinions on the different hopes
motivating him and Habermas, as quoted above, cannot be considered
right. Habermas, like Rorty, wants to construct new languages, and Rorty,
like Habermas, was concerned about the opportunities for undistorted
communication and attitudes winning over in free and open encounters:
for arriving, at least somewhat, at a consensus.”® Therefore, it can be said
that both perspectives have much in common.
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What is more, both Rorty’s and Habermas’s thought involve an
important element: idealization. Here, however, there is a bit of a
difference between them: namely, it is only Habermas that has recognized
the existence of this element. When pointing to the need for idealization,
he has talked about the formal necessity for using such idealizations, both
in the case of presuming an ideal speech situation, as well as in the case
of possessing some idealized image of the community we constitute and
the community we could constitute. When talking about an “ideal speech
situation,” he has pointed to the necessity for the existence of certain
conditions essential for undistorted communication to emerge. It may be
achieved when we accept the significance of a series of elements. What
is more, Habermas has also observed that when entering a dialogue with
validity claims, we presuppose a certain communicative community and we
perceive others as its potential members. These elements of idealization are
also to be found in Rorty’s project of an “extended community,” established
in the name of greater solidarity and equality, as well as in the project of
forming the conditions for undistorted, rational communication. Rorty
himself, however, did not agree with this stance on the implicit elements of
idealization that are to be found in his philosophy. This is why Habermas
in his “Coping with Contingencies: The Return of Historicism” argued
that he is still trying to convince his opponents, the contextualists, “that
they are not sufficiently critical of the remaining elements of idealization
in the tacit presuppositions of their own striking arguments.””

At this point, it has to suffice to note that in spite of his initial
suspicions, Rorty eventually became aware of the fact that in the theory
of communicative action, Habermas did not regard rationality and
truth in the old sense: as correspondence of words and things. Rorty
admitted that certain conditions are necessary for communication—as
a counterweight for violence—to take place. The “new worlds” about
which Rorty was concerned are constructed precisely by means of
communication and reformulating our beliefs and attitudes in conducive
circumstances. This communication results in agreement that should be as
far-reaching as possible. And it is this idealized, far-reaching agreement—
rational acceptability—that we should think about when engaging in
communicative action.

For both Rorty and Habermas, arriving at an agreement as a result of
communicative action oriented to understanding leads to the extending
of our community. However, when he was writing about communication,
Rorty did not use concepts such as “communicative rationality” or
“communicative reason,” which are characteristic of the work of Habermas.
He found replacing “subject-centered reason” with “communicative reason”
as a misleading formulation of the same thought that he himself held,
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that is: “A liberal society is one which is content to call ‘true’ (or right’
or ‘just’) whatever the outcome of undistorted communication happens
to be, whatever view wins in a free and open encounter.”® But since
Habermas explicitly said what he understands by the categories of reason
and rationality, Rorty seems to be wrong when stating that the concept of
“communicative reason” is a misleading formulation of the same thought
that he himself held. However, taking notice of the latter part of Rorty’s
statement, it is sufficient that he wrote that what is implicit in this concept
is a thought with which Habermas agrees. Thus, it can be said that the
difference between the two philosophers is not that significant. It rests, to
a great extent, on the fact that Rorty and Habermas have used different
vocabulary to describe the same intuitions. Then we need to agree with
Rorty when he claimed—in the portion of the text quoted at the beginning
of this chapter—that the difference between them resides to a great extent
in different ways of expressing their hopes, and thus it is a difference in
the rhetoric used. But was he also right when he claimed that there is no
conflict between them when it comes to democratic institutions and the
understanding of what freedom from domination is? We shall take a closer
look at this issue.

What Kind of Politics?

By investigating the supposed “tension” between Rorty’s Romantic hope
and Habermas’s need for consensus, we have found out that it is not that
significant. It may seem so, for both Rorty and Habermas sometimes
misconceived each other’s opinions, often somehow overinterpreting them,
and then arrived at the wrong conclusions. This impression of a “tension”
appears also due to the fact that some concerns are not articulated by
Rorty and Habermas explicitly enough, even though they are an important
component of their views. This articulation, however, does not seem
possible (the issue with justifying the universality of Habermas’s validity
claims); otherwise, it would imply recognizing the planned radical project
as not so radical at all (the issues of idealization in Rorty’s philosophy).
Having pointed to these issues and having discussed them, as well as
having acknowledged a number of other elements, it can be said that
the differences in the attitudes of the two philosophers are not that
significant. Those that do exist result from the fact that Habermas’s and
Rorty’s considerations are guided by either the thought of a serious change
in the current philosophical vocabulary or the desire to point to the minor,
but still noticeable, universal elements.”® Unfortunately, neither can be
accomplished in a satisfactory way.1%0 In spite of those minor differences,
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the philosophers are de facto in the very same position, delineate the same
formal conditions necessary for unconstrained communication, and wish
for the realization of the same objective: the extending of the community
of solidarity and arriving at a greater consensus. These minor differences
do not affect in a negative way the possibility of claiming that the two
philosophers are in agreement to a great extent, as far as the foundations
of their sociopolitical perspectives are concerned.!%

What is more, it is worth noticing that Rorty himself held that the
discrepancies between Habermas’s attempt at reconstructing a certain form
of rationality and his own proposal of poeticizing culture are not reflected
in any sort of difference in politics. He maintained that Habermas’s
statement that possible dangers can be avoided if the decisions concerning
changes in public institutions are made in the course of “communication
free from domination” is a reformulation of a traditional thesis of
liberalism that “the only way to avoid perpetuating cruelty within social
institutions is by maximizing the quality of education, freedom of the
press, educational opportunity, opportunities to exert political influence,
and the like.”192 And he was right when he formulated Habermas’s position
in this way. When answering the question of how political power that may
lead to the moral unity of a society is to be obtained and how violence
resulting from the bourgeois revolution is to be transformed, Habermas
has referred to the categories of freedom from domination and freedom
of argumentation as tools of reaching understanding. Freedom from
domination is what is presumed by those engaging in argumentation.13 By
insisting on free communication and argumentation as paths for resolving
conflicts without coercion, Habermas has expressed at the same time his
“resistance to reformist interventions that turn into their opposite, because
the means by which they are implemented run counter to the declared aims
of social integration.”10%

The above, however, is not sufficient to make the claim that there is
indeed no “political difference” between Rorty and Habermas. This issue
needs to be investigated more carefully. Accordingly, now that we have
considered the central threads of the sociopolitical thought of Rorty and
of Habermas, it is worth trying to resolve the issue of what political form
we would, in their opinion, choose after wresting the categories of truth
and of human nature from the central position in our culture. Do they
both recognize the value of traditional democratic institutions, as Rorty
claimed, and do they identify the points to be repaired? What ought our
politics to be like? When answering that question it is worth reaching out
for Rorty’s The Priority of Democracy to Philosophy and Habermas’s "Three

Normative Models of Democracy” as well his Between Facts and Norms to
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the extent to which Habermas argues in it in favor of an appropriate form
of democracy that we should put in place. Thus I will not refer here to
his analysis of the theories and developments of the public political sphere
or the rule of law present in that work, despite the fact that Habermas
focuses on them a great deal, because they were not the subject of the
debate between Rorty and Habermas.

Democracy

For Rorty, democracy is of the utmost importance; thus, he wrote about
its primacy over philosophy. Looking for constant and unchangeable
truths should no longer be at the center of our culture. Regarding himself
an adherent of parliamentary democracy and of the welfare state, Rorty
wished to praise them, but “only on the basis of invidious comparisons
with suggested concrete alternatives, not on the basis of claims that these
institutions are truer to human nature, or more national, or in better
accord with the Universal moral law, than feudalism or totalitarianism.”05
Undoubtedly, Habermas, who has also opposed discussing democracy in
terms of universal moral rights, would agree. In “Three Normative Models
of Democracy,” he presented his procedural definition of democracy and
its deliberative politics that is to better correspond to complex social and
political relations. He discussed this kind of politics after offering outlines
of two other kinds of politics—liberal and republican—from which he
then distanced himself.

Habermas pointed out that from the liberal perspective, the task of a
politician is “bundling together and pushing private interests against a
government apparatus specializing in the administrative employment of
political power for collective goals.”%¢ From the republican perspective,
however, politics is to reflect the fundamental aspects of ethical life. It
is to be the environment in which community members recognize their
mutual dependency and act “with full deliberation as citizens, [and]
further shape and develop existing relations of reciprocal recognition
into an association of free and equal consociate under law.”1%7 From
this perspective, as Habermas observed, what is of much significance is
communication that validates the formation of the opinions and will of
the citizens, as well as political discourse that enables disputes on values,
needs, deficiencies, and changes within them. However, the problem that
is identified by the philosopher is the tendency of present-day republicans
to impose ethical limitations on this political discourse and perceiving the
process of communication through communitarian ideology, regarding
the democratic process as dependent on the virtues of citizens devoted to

public well-being. He said,

printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

On the Convergence of the Perspectives 153

According to the communitarian view, there is a necessary connec-
tion between the deliberative concept of democracy and the reference
to a concrete, substantively integrated ethical community. Otherwise
one could not explain, in this view, how the citizens’ orientation to the
common good would be at all possible. The individual, so the argument
goes, can become aware of her co-membership in a collective form of
life, and therewith become aware of a prior social bond, only a prac-
tice exercised with others in common. The individual can get a clear
sense of commonalities and differences, and hence a sense of who she is
and who she would like to be, only in the public exchange with others
who owe their identities to the same traditions and similar formation

pI‘OCCSSCS.lOS

Habermas cannot agree with such a communitarian vision, for he argued
that while working toward compromises between conflicting interests
and values, what are recognized are the interests and values that are not
fundamental to the identity of the whole community.

Rorty also could not agree that there exists some sort of essential
relation between the concept of democracy and a specific integrated
ethical community. At the same time that he was arguing with
communitarians on the aforementioned issue, he was also against Michael
J. Sandel’s stance that we have to be in possession of an explanation of “the
nature of the moral subject,” something that is “in some sense necessary,
non-contingent and prior to any particular experience.”1%° Rorty did not
believe that human beings have a natural, ahistorical center that can be
localized and enlightened in the course of any philosophical investigation.
In his opinion, “we can dismiss the distinction between an attribute of
the self and a constituent of the self, between the self’s accidents and
its essence, as ‘merely’ metaphysical.”'10 Rorty, as a liberal-democratic
philosopher, did recognize the possibility of developing the theory of
the human “I” corresponding to the institutions that he supported, but
this does not mean that at the same time he justified these institutions
through reference to any stronger premises. He privileged politics, and
to it he adjusted philosophy: “If one wants a model of the human self,
then this picture of a centerless web will fill the need. But for purposes
of liberal social theory, one can do without such a model.”1! According
to Rorty, we cannot talk of a certain “I,” its nature as moral subject, and
its inherent ahistorical moral truth whose discovery would be necessary
for social survival. It was, in his opinion, useless to look for philosophical
justification of our identity in a liberal society. According to Rorty,
such an identity, like the whole of liberal democracy, does not need
philosophical justification.!12
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Liberal Democracy without Philosophical Justification

When it comes to the necessity for philosophical justification, Rorty
referred to John Rawls who—as he argued—following Dewey, showed us
how liberal democracy can do without it. He believed that “philosophy in
the classical sense as the search for truth about a prior and independent
moral order cannot provide the shared basis for a political conception of
justice.113

In Rorty’s opinion, truth representing an order previous to ours is not
and should not be connected with democratic politics. This is why Rawls,
as Rorty wrote, “puts democratic politics first, and philosophy second,”
and maintains the Socratic commitment to free exchange of opinions,
but resigns from the Platonic possibility of universal understanding.!1#
According to Rorty, such an attitude is thoroughly historicist and
antiuniversalist.11®> And it is an attitude he himself advocated. Thus
he was against attempting to uncover the “philosophical foundations
of democracy,” the need for which is described by Sandel in Liberalism
and the Limits of Justice. In the case of the conflict between democracy
and philosophy, it is democracy, in his opinion, that has the primacy.
Rorty perceived it as an experiment due to which generations are granted
the opportunity to learn something significant. And it shall not be a
philosophical or religious truth, supposedly uncovered via democratic
revolutions, but a lesson that “social institutions can be viewed as
experiments in cooperation rather than as attempts to embody a universal
and ahistorical order.”11® This cooperation can occur, according to
Rorty, thanks to certain conditions favorable for communication. This
communication is to lead to reaching understanding and extending our
community. In short, it is communication, and not justification founded on
truth that can be uncovered and disseminated, that should be our support.

Rorty explicitly declared that he rejected justification, however de
facto he himself did so in his written work, when he argued in favor
of cooperation based on conditions favorable for communication. As
Habermas has argued, one needs to do that to plan to expand the circle
of members of a community and in order to think about greater solidarity
with others. Habermas said that if “something is ‘true’ if and only if it
is recognized as justified ‘by us’ because it is good ‘for us’, there is no
rational motive for expanding the circle of members. No reason exists.”117
This is why Habermas has desired to defend the formal conditions that
are necessary for communication. He has argued that “the universal
discourse of an unbounded community of interpretation” is “unavoidably
assumed” by anybody and “all participants must de facto accept them
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(the presuppositions of communication] whenever they assert or deny the
truth of a statement.”8 In other words, as Rorty said, Habermas thinks
“that the demand to maximize the size of the community is already, so to
speak, built into communicative action.”1° Rorty responded that we can
only rely on our culture and that we have no “natural” ground to stand on
when we defend the communicative approach and our democratic politics
against the opponents of dialogue. He argued that democratic politics
cannot destroy the intellectual bases of dogmatism, totalitarianism, or
authoritarianism, because he did not think that, for example, dogmatism
has an “intellectual basis.” We should abandon the hope that philosophy
can stand above politics, that philosophy can find “politically neutral
premises, premises which can be justified to anybody, from which to infer
an obligation to pursue democratic politics.”7?? He did not think that
philosophy can be politically neutral and at the same time relevant. In
consequence, democratic principles are just one kind among others. He
believed that this is the right course that will allow us to be more inclusivist
and that “there is nothing to be gotten right or wrong here. At this level
of abstraction, concepts such as truth, rationality, and maturity are up for
grabs. The only thing that matters is which way of reshaping them will,
in the long run, make them more useful for democratic politics.”>! When
responding to Habermas, Rorty also said that “we do not treat each with
respect because we are rational. Rather, rationality’ is, in our culture, one
of our names for our habit of listening to the other side—treating most of
our interlocutors with proper respect. There is no faculty called ‘reason’
which tells us to listen to the other side (tells the slave-owner to listen to
the slave, or the Nazi to listen to the Jew). Rather, there are social virtues

called ‘conversability,’ ‘“decency,” ‘respect for others,” ‘toleration,” and the
like."122

Proceduralist Deliberative Politics

For Rorty, listening to the other side is crucial, and so is reaching a
consensus that we should be more inclusivist, But this is also what
Habermas cares about. For Habermas it is important to reach agreement,
which can be achieved in the course of numerous communicative
expressions of rational forming of political will, on the basis of forms
of argumentation that allow talking about the presence of proceduralist
deliberative politics. In this proceduralist politics, based on discourse
theory, the formation of the will of democratic citizens rests not on
previously established ethical beliefs but on the rules of communication
enabling better argumentation, and on the procedures providing the
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processes of reaching understanding with clarity. Habermas wrote,
“According to this proceduralist view, practical reason withdraws from
universal human rights, or from the concrete ethical substance of a specific
community, into the rules of discourse and forms of argumentation. In
the final analysis, the normative content arises from the very structure
of communicative actions.”?3 In formulating his proceduralist view,
Habermas has used some elements of the liberal view (the pursuit of
compromises between conflicting interests, fairness provided for with the
right to vote) and of the republican view (the formation of will present in
the form of ethicopolitical discourse, the processes of negotiation based
on understanding among all citizens), and combined them in the concept
of the ideal procedure of negotiating and making decisions.!?# This ideal
procedure, which “establishes a network of pragmatic considerations,
compromises, and discourses of self-understanding and of justice,
grounds the presumption that reasonable or fair results are obtained
insofar as the flow of relevant information and its proper handling
have not been obstructed.”’?> Being the base for deliberative politics,
the ideal procedure can lead to success, but that success depends not
“on a collective acting citizenry but on the institutionalization of the
corresponding procedures and conditions of communication, as well as on
the interplay of institutionalized deliberative processes with informally
developed public opinions.”’2¢ Thus in Habermas’s perspective, the
democratic deliberative process has normative features, but there are
more of them than in the case of the liberal model, though still fewer
than in the case of the republican one. It includes elements of both
views and combines them in a novel way; it integrates them in the
concept of an ideal procedure for deliberation and decision making.
Thus, we are faced with a concept of democracy that does not have to
“represent the whole in a system of constitutional norms mechanically
regulating the interplay of powers and interests in accordance with the
market model,” nor “operate with the notion of a social whole centered
in the state and imagined as a goal-oriented subject writ large.”1?7 It
is oriented toward a process of political opinion- and will-formation,
conceiving the constitutional principles as giving an answer regarding
institutionalized form of the process. In light of that, Habermas added,
“Discourse theory altogether jettisons certain premises of the philosophy
of consciousness. These premises either invite us to ascribe the praxis of
civic self-determination to one encompassing macro-subject or they have
us apply the rule of law to many isolated private subjects. The former
approach views the citizenry as a collective actor that reflects the whole
and acts for it; in the latter, individual actors function as dependent
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variables in system processes that move along blindly.”1?8 Habermas has
rejected limitation of the self-realization of an individual and the idea
of some collective entity deciding on what is the best for him or her. He
is aware of the fact that what is favorable for effective control over social
relations does not necessarily need to be favorable for human freedom.!?°
He is aware that what is conducive to the effective management of
social relations does not necessarily favor human freedom. Thus, he
has advocated individual freedom and self-realization, and the need for
specifying the code of social conduct, and accordingly, a specific vision
of a society, different from the existing one, due to its connection with
the procedural concept of democracy: “With the discourse ethic as a
guiding thread, we can indeed develop the formal idea of a society in
which all potentially important decision-making processes are linked
to institutionalised forms of discursive will-formation.”3% Habermas
highlighted that the proposed concept of democracy rests on the formal
idea of a society that is not an ideal of life-form. Such an ideal, as it
has already been said, does not exist. According to Habermas, the idea
of a dignified life cannot be derived from the formal concept of reason
that we are provided with, together with the decentered understanding
of the world in the modern era. We can only outline specific formal
conditions for a reasonable life. They enable—through the process of
linguistic communication—identification and interpretation of problems
occurring within our decentered society. In the course of this process, a
“popular sovereignty”—as Habermas put it—and “communicative power”
come into existence. This power results from “the interactions between
legally institutionalized will-formation and culturally mobilized publics.
The latter for their part find a basis in the associations of a civil society
quite distinct from both state and economy alike.”?! The emerging
sovereignty rests upon democratic procedures. And, as Habermas noted,
it is proper institutionalization of these procedures and conditions for
communication that determines the pursuit of deliberative politics in
accordance with the theory of discourse.!3?

It is largely due to this institutionalization of proper procedures and
discourse conditions, about which Habermas has written, that “Romantic
intellectuals” like Rorty find in the democratic institutions in which he
or she participates the possibility of developing relations with a more
considerable number of human beings.13® As Rorty said, we should only
“point out the practical advantages of liberal institutions in allowing
individuals and cultures to get along together without intruding on
each other’s privacy, without meddling with each other’s conceptions of
good.”3* These democratic political institutions constitute a community
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that—in Rorty’s opinion—is the only goal we need. This community is not
a means of realizing a goal: it is the goal itself.13> The goal is to preserve
and improve one’s own self, to preserve and improve the civilization. Rorty
believed that “it would identify rationality with that effort, rather than
with the desire for objectivity.”13¢ It would not require, then, foundations
more solid than mutual loyalty during the realization of this historic
goal. According to Rorty, there would be no more questions about
human nature, or the goal or meaning of human life. We would rather
ask questions about “what we can do so as to get along with each other,
how we can arrange things so as to be comfortable with one another, how
institutions can be changed so that everyone’s right to be understood
has a better chance of being gratified.”3” In such an ideal community, in
such an ideal society—as Rorty argued—first of all, discussion would be
favored, and the discussion on public matters would concern the issues of
“how to balance the needs for peace, health, and freedom when conditions
require that one of these goals be sacrificed to one of the others, and how
to equalize opportunities for self-creation and then leave people alone to
use, or neglect, their opportunities.”’3® In other words, the discussion
would concern the way in which to utilize our freedom and the way in
which we should institutionalize proper procedures in order to develop
the sense of community within which we would be able to tackle problems
by means of communication. Communication in such a community should
be undistorted, and it shall be such if there are “democratic political
institutions and the conditions for making these institutions function.”3°
We need to remember, then, that this “futuristic Romanticism”—of
which Rorty’s discussion about conflict-free coexistence with each other
is full—is, as Rorty himself highlighted, not of much use “until you have
established the standard institutions of constitutional democracy” that
allow communication thanks to which it would be possible to arrive at a
consensus in a democratic way.!4°

For Rorty as for Habermas communication is a key. It is crucial for the
“the interplay between democratically institutionalized will-formation and
informal opinion-formation,” and thus for deliberative politics.'* Thanks
to such institutionalizations of democratic procedure, there appears to be
a chance for reasonable outcomes. Habermas has added that “deliberative
politics acquires its legitimating force from the discursive structure of an
opinion and will-formation that can fulfil its socially integrative function
only because citizens expect its results to have a reasonable quality.”142
Such discursive structure relies on “higher-level intersubjectivity of processes
of reaching understanding that take place through democratic procedures
or in the communicative network of public spheres.”3
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It should be added that the concept of communication is the basis
for Habermas's vision of deliberative democracy, in which the parties
communicate, and come to an agreement, based on communication
rationality. He called such a vision radical democracy. The occurrence
of such radical democracy is crucial for the possibility of a law-abiding
state. Habermas has suspected that “in the age of a completely secularised
politics, the rule of law cannot be had or maintained without radical
democracy.” In this democracy, legitimacy of law is guaranteed by the
deliberative procedure introduced, the result of which is unknown, because
contemporary pluralistic and multicultural societies are unable to develop
one substantive ethical basis for themselves. Deliberation refers to a
process in which rational, moral, and equal citizens, through multiple acts
of communication, exchange arguments with the intention of achieving
mutual understanding of their different points of view. It is worth noting
here that in his considerations, Habermas has gone further than Rorty
and has presented an analyses of different concepts of the political public
sphere, or what role the law could play in it. Such analyses are, however,
outside of the focus of this book, thus they are not going to be presented
here.144

On the basis of the aforementioned, it can be said that both philosophers
have unanimously acknowledged the worth of democratic institutions and
freedom from domination. Moreover, the "kind of politics” that both
Habermas and Rorty support has been “proceduralist deliberative politics”
based on the institutionalization of proper procedures and creating
conditions for free communication, even though they differ on the need to
present justifications for making such a choice. We should of course have
in mind that Habermas has claimed that if we want to avoid domination,
conflict, or violent clashes, "then we must engage in a practice of reaching
understanding, whose procedures and communicative presuppositions
are not at our disposition.”¥> Habermas in that regard has said more
than Rorty and has argued that argumentative practices are a point of
convergence for disputants no matter how diverse they are. He has argued
that at least intuitively they can meet to reach an understanding because
“in all languages and in every language community, such concepts as truth,
rationality, justification, and consensus, even if interpreted differently and
applied accordingly to different criteria, play the same grammatical role.”146

Besides mentioned difference, Rorty and Habermas argued that
in particular conditions, it is possible to arrive at agreement without
coercion. But it must be added that in order for that to happen, it is
necessary to satisfy one more condition: responsible usage. And such
responsible usage of the sphere of freedom from domination can be an
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expression of a new understanding of the category of freedom: freedom as
responsibility. One small step toward explicating how the perspectives of
Rorty and of Habermas could contribute to the development of such a new
understanding of freedom will be made in the next part of this volume.

Toward Freedom as Responsibility

The reflections centering around the concept of freedom found in
Habermas’s and Rorty’s work concern both how broadly it should be
understood and who should decide on its particular usage. Thus, these
considerations correspond to what Isaiah Berlin wrote in “Two Concepts
of Liberty.” It is worth briefly recalling Berlin’s own view to begin our
investigation.

Two Concepts of Liberty

In “Two Concepts of Liberty,” Berlin wrote about two definitions of
freedom and its two meanings:

The first of these political senses of freedom or liberty (I shall use both
words to mean the same), which (following much precedent) I shall call
the “negative” sense, is involved in the answer to the question “What is
the area within which the subject—a person or a group of persons—is
or should be left to do or be what is able to do or be, without interfer-
ence by other persons?” The second, which I shall call the “positive”
sense, is involved in the answer to the question “What, or who, is the
source of control or interference that can determine someone to do, or
be, this rather than that?"147

In the case of the negative understanding of freedom, being free means
that no one interferes in our own business. Freedom thus understood is
synonymous with “freedom from”: from interference in our actions. The
larger the sphere of noninterference, the fuller is our freedom. Berlin
noted that people should be allowed to live their lives the way they wish.
Should that not happen—as Berlin wrote, referring to Mill—“civilisation
cannot advance; the truth will not, for lack of a free market in ideas,
come to light; there will be no scope for spontaneity, originality, genius,
for mental energy, for moral courage.”*® However, the freedom that he
wrote about should not be unlimited. We need to surrender some of our
freedom in order to retain the rest. We cannot be completely free, for
we will begin to inhibit the freedom of others in the name of our own
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freedom, or the other way around. The problem is then to determine how
vast the sphere of freedom should be.

The abovementioned problem can be analyzed from yet another
perspective. Berlin argued that devotees of freedom presume “that there
ought to exist a certain minimum area of personal freedom which must
on no account be violated; for if it is overstepped, the individual will find
himself in an area too narrow for even that minimum development of
his natural faculties which alone makes it possible to pursue, and even
to conceive, the various ends which men hold good or right or sacred.”#®
What is this minimum? We will find a definite answer not in Berlin’s
writings but in referencing the tradition of liberal thought within which
the freedom of conscience, speech, opinion, and property is protected.

Additionally, in “Two Concepts of Liberty,” Berlin also discussed how
concepts of freedom derive directly from beliefs concerning the self, the
person, or the human being. He added that the definitions of “human
being” and of “freedom” can be manipulated, depending on one’s needs.!>°
And this manipulation as well as the threat it poses occur together with
the arrival of those that believe they “know better.” Then the questions
“Who is to decide what I am to be and what I am allowed and not allowed
to do?” and “Who controls me?” become of great importance. Trying to
answer them, and not concentrating on “What am I allowed to be and what
am I allowed to do?,” is a manifestation of the “positive” sense of freedom.

Due to the above division, Berlin pointed to an important issue: “The
freedom which consists in being one’s own master, and the freedom which
consists in both being prevented from choosing as I do by other men,
may, on the face of it, seem concepts at no great logical distance from
each other—no more than negative and positive ways of saying much the
same thing.”1®! But there is a difference between them: it results from
the fact that “negative” and “positive” concepts of freedom developed in
different historical directions. It may be explained by the metaphor of self-
governance beginning to live a life of its own.!>? As a result, considerations
concerning being one’s own master have changed into considerations in
terms of the categories of “higher” and “lower” human nature, as well
as into constituting the conviction that one has to live up to the former,
“true” nature. And thus, there has appeared the concept of true “self,”
transcendent and sovereign supervisor, as opposed to the empirical tangle
of desires and passions that are to be leashed and repressed. Today, as
Berlin observed, this concept can be understood as “something wider than
the individual (as the term is normally understood), as a social ‘whole’ of
which the individual is an element or aspect: a tribe, a race, a Church, a
State [...]. This entity is then identified as being the ‘true’ self which, by
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imposing its collective, or ‘organic’, single will upon its reluctant ‘members),
achieves its own, and therefore their, ‘higher’ freedom.”>3 The pursuit of
this “higher nature” and “higher freedom” is believed to justify coercion
or violence used in the name of interest that is not recognized by all.1>4

The thus understood “positive” concept of freedom—"“freedom to"—
to act in the only right way—appears to the adherents of the “negative”
concept as a “specious disguise for brutal tyranny.”> It is perceived as such
by Berlin, but also by Rorty and by Habermas, who oppose subjugating
our culture to absolute truths and deem the fully rational form of life a
utopia.!>® Undoubtedly, they would agree with Berlin that

[o]ne belief, more than any other, is responsible for the slaughter of
individuals on the altars of the great historical ideals—justice or prog-
ress or the happiness of future generations, or the sacred mission or
emancipation of a nation or race or class, or even liberty itself, which
demands the sacrifice of individuals for the freedom of society. This is
the belief that somewhere, in the past or in the future, in divine revela-
tion or in the mind of an individual thinker, in the pronouncements of
history or science, or in the simple heart of an uncorrupted good man,

there is a final solution.1%”

Rorty—Against the “Positive” Version of Freedom

Rorty, just like Berlin, recognized the threat connected with the pursuit
and imposition of one right way of thinking and acting. He was against
anyone being granted the right to determine the best code of conduct
for us all, referring to some kind of truth about human beings. Since he
understood human subjectivity as “a contingent product of contingently
existing forces” lacking a center, he could not accept the existence of
universal human nature.!>® He believed that we are not able to distinguish
some sort of central, ahistorical, noncontingent core within ourselves and
use it for justifying certain political settlements and social institutions.
We cannot treat it as a reference point for solutions in the public sphere.

Accordingly, Rorty did not agree with enforcing onto us what it is.
Rorty considered all voices concerning human nature or our common core
private ways of describing the world, means of individual self-creation that
should take place in the private sphere, and not in the public. For it may
lead us to a vision of “creating a new kind of human being,” just like the
one we were faced with in the case of Hitler or Mao Zedong.!>® In Rorty’s
opinion, the intellectuals’ desire for their own selves to serve as a model
for other human beings is what leads to their attitude toward politics
becoming antiliberal. When they begin to think that “human beings have a
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moral duty to achieve the same inner autonomy as he himself has achieved,
then he begins to think about political and social changes which will help
them do so. Then he may begin to think that he has a moral duty to bring
about these changes, whether his fellow citizens want them or not.”60
Such an attitude poses a significant threat to the freedom of an individual.
Therefore, Rorty concluded, “The compromise advocated in this book
amounts to saying: Privatize the [...] attempt at authenticity and purity,
in order to prevent yourself from slipping into a political attitude which
will lead you to think that there is some social goal more important than
avoiding cruelty.”16! Rorty wished to avoid such “slippage.” Accordingly, he
found the longing for total revolution and the demand for our institutions
to embody our autonomy as a symptom of nostalgia that among the
citizens of liberal democracy should be restricted to their private lives.
Rorty also tried to rid us of the arguments of all those believing they know
what “higher freedom” is when he argued that looking for the public and
political equivalent for autonomy that we find, for instance, in Nietzsche’s
or Foucault’s thought, cannot be embodied by social institutions. For
autonomy is not something, as he emphasized, “which all human beings
have within them and which society can release by ceasing to repress
them.”1®2 Moreover, in his opinion, autonomy is not something that
everyone aspires to; the overwhelming majority follows the “beaten tracks,”
thinks and acts in ways they have been socialized. It is intellectuals that
pursue “constructing themselves anew,” describing themselves in new
ways, making attempts at their self-creation. These attempts, however,
are made only by some, and they are successful only in some cases.163

Common Moral Convictions

Rorty opposed using “universalistic notions like ‘the nature of the self’ or
‘our essential humanity’ as fulcrums for criticism of social institutions or
common moral convictions.”®4 He wrote that “we have to give up the idea
that there are unconditional, transcultural moral obligations, obligations
rooted in an unchanging, ahistorical, human nature” characteristic of our
community, in which moral rules depend upon the moral identity of its
members.1®> With the above in mind, Rorty tried to refute the claims of
some of his critics that social practices and institutions shall not survive
without a traditional basis comprising transcultural and transhistorical
concepts of “rationality” and “morality.” He opposed them, for he did not
agree that “unless the younger generation has the same attachment to
firm moral principles as we have [...] the struggle for human freedom and
human decency will be over”or that “unless there is something absolute,
something which shares God’s implacable refusal to yield to human
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weakness, we have no reason to go on resisting evil.”166 Ag a pragmatist,
he believed that the unshaken moral rules to which his opponents refer
are simply “abbreviations of old practices” that have become popularized,
certain models of behavior that have been approved of, and collections of
“the habits of the ancestors whom we most admire.”267 And he did not
worry that he was not able to present any historical basis for his moral
judgments, which, in his opinion, stem from emotions and conventions.168

Beyond Truth—Advocating Pluralism

Rorty believed that his critics must be inconsolable because of the
increasing number of voices advocating departing from such categories
as human nature and ceasing to pursue “ultimate solutions.”1®® The
knowledge that it is impossible, not only in practice but as a rule, to
arrive at clear and certain answers can, as Berlin observed, drive into
madness those that search for one all-embracing system guaranteed to
last for all eternity. He knew that the desire for something more is a
deep and incurable metaphysical need. The desire for a guarantee that,
as Berlin wrote, “our values are eternal and secure in some objective
heaven is perhaps only a craving for the certainties of childhood or the
absolute values of our primitive past.”170 It is important that at the same
time he noted that this longing may be disastrous. He argued that the
desire “to allow it to determine one’s practice is a symptom of an equally
deep, and more dangerous, moral and political immaturity.”'”! For what
he deemed mature is being aware of the fact that “principles are not less
sacred because their duration cannot be guaranteed” and that they can
be unshakably supported even though we are aware of their relativity.!72
And this is, in his opinion, the characteristic of a civilized human being.!”?

Berlin advocated pluralism, about which he said, “[W]ith the measure of
‘negative’ liberty that it entails, [it] seems to me a truer and more humane
ideal than the goals of those who seek in the great disciplined, authoritarian
structures the ideal of ‘positive’ self-mastery by classes, or people, or the
whole of mankind.”"7# Rorty and Habermas have shared similar opinions;
they have been well aware of the fact that in the context of plurality,
it is difficult to talk about some constant and unchangeable center.1”>

Decentered Vision of the World

What we are faced with is, then, as Habermas has claimed, a “decentered”
vision of the world. This lack of a center, however, does not need to
pose a threat for constructing individual or group identities. Habermas
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sees decentralization as the opportunity for further rationalization of
societies, and not as a threat to it. In his view, it may serve to highlight
the inner dependencies between the structures of visions of the world
(culture, society, personality), the living world as a context for the
processes of reaching understanding and the possibilities of rational
control over one’s life. Furthermore, in Theory of Communicative Action,
Habermas wrote, “The more the worldview that furnishes the cultural
stock of knowledge is decentered, the less the need for understanding is
covered in advance by an interpreted lifeworld immune from critique, and
the more this need has to be met by the interpretive accomplishments of
the participants themselves, that is, by way of risky (because rationally
motivated) agreement, the more frequently we can expect rational action
orientations.”’7¢ Thus, the rational orientation of action is possible
thanks to the processes of communication, even in spite of the plurality
of beliefs and interests: “The action-coordinating role of processes of
reaching understanding, which proceed by means of the criticism of
validity-claims, does not conflict therefore with the pluralism of life-
forms and interest. The fact that modern societies are differentiated in
terms of life-forms and interest-positions, and are becoming increasingly
differentiated, is a fact which does not put action oriented to reaching
understanding out of service.”t”7 Thus, it can be said that due to the
advancing differentiation of life-forms and sets of interests, the process
of communication continues and must continue, and it is accompanied by
the awareness of the impossibility of arriving at stable and unchangeable
solutions. Our only point of support is the shaky grounds of rationally
motivated understanding.’® In other words, we need to accept the
necessity for constant verification of our beliefs and of the rightness
of our actions in the world of contingency characterized by ceaseless
changes. Living in such a decentered world requires our constant
willingness to engage in dialogue on points of dispute. It is possible by
way of unceasing questioning and the ability of rational argumentation
to allow us to arrive at agreement.

The only thing we can do in such a world is not to cease to make the
effort to arrive at agreement, thanks to which we will be able to tackle
the arising problems. The thinker who exemplifies a person constantly
struggling with such problems, living in the shadow of contingency—a
civilized human being, as Berlin would put it—is Habermas. He himself
has written that these problems belong to his own history and may be
troublesome, but in the end, when we find a solution, we can feel genuinely
happy.7® As he has highlighted, there is a theme in his thought, a kind of

fundamental intuition:
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The motivating thought concerns the reconciliation of a modernity
which has fallen apart, the idea that without surrendering the differ-
entiation that modernity has made possible in the cultural, the social
and economic spheres, one can find forms of living together in which
autonomy and dependence can truly enter into a non-antagonistic
relation, that one can walk tall in a collectivity that does not have the
dubious quality of backward-looking substantial forms of community.

The intuition springs from the sphere of relations with others; it aims
at experiences of undisturbed intersubjectivity. These are more fragile
than anything that history has up till now brought forth in the way of
structures of communication—an ever more dense and finely woven web
of intersubjective relations that nevertheless make possible a relation
between freedom and dependency that can only be imagined with inter-
active models. Wherever these ideas appear [...] they are always ideas
of felicitous interaction, of reciprocity and distance, of separation and
of successful, unspoiled nearness, of vulnerability and complementary
caution. All of these images of protection, openness and compassion, of
submission and resistance, rise out of a horizon of experience, of [...]
“friendly living together”. This kind of friendliness does not exclude
conflict, rather it implies those human forms through which one can

survive conflicts.180

It has been Habermas’s intuition, then, that by relying on communicative
processes it is possible to develop such social relations that shall preserve
their original differentiation and shall provide as much space for individual
freedom as possible. Despite the differentiation, in his opinion, it is
possible, in the course of reaching understanding, to achieve some unity
and develop some “dependency,” for a relation between freedom and
dependency is probable. And it is a result of the ongoing reproduction of
cultural knowledge, of belonging to a community and one’s own identity.

Reaching Understanding and Reproduction

In the course of reaching understanding, the participants of interaction
depend on their cultural knowledge. Together with this process, this
knowledge is being reproduced. As a result, the continuity of tradition
and coherence of knowledge are ensured. This continuity and coherence
can be measured by the rationality of the knowledge recognized as
valid. The process of reaching understanding also involves the process
of reproducing one’s membership in a community; it enables social
integration of the lifeworld, and this in turn allows for coordinating
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communicative actions and ensures the sustainability of group identities.
Habermas wrote that “the coordination of actions and the stabilization
of group identities are measured by the solidarity among members.”181 As
a result of ongoing interactions, the participants’ own identities are also
being reproduced. In their course, they are subject to socialization that
guarantees that “newly arising situations are connected up with existing
situations in the world in the dimension of historical time: it secures
for succeeding generations the acquisition of generalized competences
for action and sees to it that individual life histories are in harmony with
collective forms of life. Interactive capacities and styles of life are measured
by the responsibility of persons.”182

The aforementioned processes of reproduction occurring during
everyday communicative practices can be measured by the rationality of
the knowledge used, the solidarity of its members, and the accountability
and responsibility of particular persons. In their course, the symbolic
structures of the lifeworld are reproduced.!®3 This takes place due to the
maintenance of valid knowledge, of group solidarity, and of educating
responsible community members. As far as this is concerned, Habermas
said, “Under the functional aspect of mutual understanding, communicative
action serves to transmit and renew cultural knowledge; under the aspect
of coordinating action, it serves social integration and the establishment
of solidarity; finally, under the aspect of socialization, communicative
action serves the formation of personal identities.”’8* Communicative
action and reaching understanding by its means are, then, immensely
important. It is thanks to them that a relation between freedom and
dependency is possible. From this perspective, it is possible to talk about
freedom only in the context of social relations. The awareness of these
relations constitutes our cultural knowledge, the sense of solidarity toward
the members of our community, and individual identity resting on the
responsibility for functioning within it. A lack of this awareness and
of communication is disastrous in all the abovementioned areas and,
according to Habermas, eventually has tragic consequences. Resigning
from the pursuit of reaching understanding may, in his opinion, lead
individuals to conflict, objection, sickness, suicide, crime, or revolution
and rioting—as Habermas listed.!% It can also be added that it usually
so happens that individuals choose strategic actions, at the same time
affecting, to a great extent, the possibility of reproducing the lifeworld,
which, in consequence, is then reproduced in a more or less restricted way,
or is reproduced only within a given group, for the relations with others
determine strategic actions. Accordingly, it results in what Habermas
writes about in his work.
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Toward a Compromise

In a decentered world, what we can rely on is communication. It is thanks
to communication that we are able to engage in interactions with others,
that cultural knowledge is reproduced, community solidarity is created,
and the identities of responsible individuals are constructed. Rorty would
agree with this assessment. Just like Habermas, he opposed “backward-
looking substantial communities.” He also acknowledged the importance
and role of communication, of creating and extending social solidarity, and
of emerging individuals responsible for social interaction. He would also
like our communities to depend upon successful interactions contributing
to a consensus and to be motivated by openness and compassion. And all
this should not be pursued in the name of arriving at one universal truth
but at recognition and respect for diversity: “I want to see freely arrived
at agreement as agreement on how to accomplish common purposes (e.g.,
prediction and control of the behavior of atoms or people, equalizing life-
chances, decreasing cruelty), but I want to see these common purposes
against background of an increasing sense of the radical diversity of
private purposes, of the radically poetic character of individual lives,
and of the merely poetic foundations of the ‘we-consciousness’ which
lies behind our social institutions.”8¢ According to Rorty, “[T]his is the
question of whether notions like ‘unforced agreement’ and ‘free and open
encounter'—descriptions of social situations—can take the place in our
moral lives of notions like ‘the world’, ‘the will of God’, ‘the moral law’,
‘what our beliefs are trying to represent accurately’, and ‘what makes our
beliefs true.”187

Rorty answered in the affirmative. At the same time, he wanted to
suggest how liberals could “convince our society that loyalty to itself is
morality enough, and that such loyalty no longer needs an ahistorical
backup.”’88 Thus, he provided us with a version of morality related to
the previously presented arguments of Berlin, according to which moral
obligation, moral duties, moral rules, and moral choice are characteristic
of a certain community. While doing that, he referenced the thought of
Wilfrid Sellars, Michael Oakeshott, and Sigmund Freud. And thus, while
writing about the concept of moral duty (or moral obligation), Rorty
referred to it as Sellar’s “we-intentions”; Sellars identifies “obligation’
with ‘intersubjective validity’ but lets the range of subjects among whom
such validity obtains be smaller than the human race.”18% Sellars regarded
moral obligation as real or potential intersubjective consensus within a
given group of interlocutors. This consensus was for him only a fortunate
product of certain historical circumstances.!*?
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Both moral obligation and moral rules are characteristic of a given
community. Moral principles, though, as Rorty wrote, referencing
Oakeshott, “only have a point insofar as they incorporate tacit reference
to a whole range of institutions, practices, and vocabularies of moral and
political deliberation.”’®! These are not their justifications, but rather
reminders or—in other words—"abbreviations for such practices.”19?
Oakeshott’s views are in this respect related to Rorty’s, especially since he
claimed that “we can keep the notion of ‘morality’ just insofar as we can
cease to think of morality as the voice of the divine part of ourselves and
instead think of it as the voice of ourselves as members of a community,
speakers of a common language.”®3 Then, as Oakeshott wrote, it is
not “a system of general principles nor a code of rules, but a vernacular
language.”% He also added that his language is not “a device for formulating
judgments about conduct or for solving so-called moral problems, but a
practice in terms of which to think, to choose, to act, and to utter.”1%5

In short, morality was regarded by both Sellars and Oakeshott as a
contingent product of humans and of societies.!® This was also Rorty’s
opinion; he considered the unshaken defense of our moral convictions
an issue of identifying ourselves with contingency, and he found the
feeling of moral obligation deprived of universality idiosyncratic and
historically conditioned, a product of time and accident. Accordingly, he
considered moral choice an issue of “compromise between competing goods
rather than as a choice between the absolutely right and the absolutely
wrong.”1%7 Thanks to these local and ethnocentric compromises we are
able to distinguish between those individual attitudes that we respect and
those we damn as fanatical. And we find fanatical the attitudes that can
be relativized with respect to common convictions, or a group in relation
to which we will feel obliged to justify our identities.

The aforesaid compromise requires, as Rorty wrote, a common language
by means of which we will pursue dialogue and due to which we will
be able to describe the moral identity that liberal society requires from
its citizens.!%® The vocabulary that serves to pursue the ever-changing
compromises that construct political discourse should be, in Rorty’s
opinion, “banal” and characterized by the “intelligibility of the marketplace
or the courtroom.”199

Concrete Values

Advocating universally understood and familiar, “banal” language is
undoubtedly synonymous with advocating certain values that are its
foundations. These shall not be more real or better than other values.
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Rorty thought that thinking about Truth does not facilitate saying
something true, thinking about Good does not facilitate acting in a
good manner, and thus also thinking about Rationality does not facilitate
being rational. These theoretical considerations do not aid our solving
of current problems.?%0 Thus, he regarded making a statement in our
language or consciously arriving at a conviction as an act connected only
with a certain context in which it appears, and he claimed that “all that
matters for liberal politics is the widely shared conviction that [...] we
shall call ‘true’ or ‘good” whatever is the outcome of free discussion.”?0!
It is worth adding, though, that for a liberal every such result will be
“true” or “good” when it does not violate basic values existing within the
communicative space of a community. Those values are hidden behind
postulates so that the concepts of “free and open encounter” and “freely
reached understanding” could take a place in our moral lives. These
values include freedom of speech, freedom of action, and equality of
parties. They form the foundations for formal conditions crucial for
undistorted communication. Acting in accordance with them is necessary
for communication to actually occur and to be rational, for argumentation
to appear in its course, and for agreement to be achieved.

We also find in Habermas’s thought that the equality of interlocutors
and the freedom of speech are basic values. In his opinion, an inherently
egalitarian relation of reciprocity is inbuilt into communicative action. It is
from this relation that meaning of validity claims stems, and this, in turn,
leads to the emergence of the ideas of freedom and equality.?92 Habermas
considers these validity claims as universal. It is problematic, however,
to justify their universality, as was discussed in chapter 2. Questioning
that universality, Rorty said, “The increased communication between
previously exclusivist communities produced by [...] contingent human
developments may gradually create universality, but I cannot see any sense
in which it recognizes a previously existent universality.”29> Accordingly,
it is also problematic to detach validity claims from cultural values. Yet,
Habermas has pointed to such a distinction; he has claimed that the
standards that guide action have a claim for universality, while cultural
values do not. “The circle of intersubjective recognition that forms around
cultural values does not yet in any way imply a claim that they would meet
with general assent within a culture, not to mention universal assent.”20%
Cultural values appear together with validity claims, but they do not
transcend, as validity claims do, to the truthfulness and rightness of local
limitations: “Cultural values do not count as universal; they are, as the
name indicates, located within the horizon of the lifeworld of a specific
group or culture. And values can be made plausible only in the context of a
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particular form of life.”205 It appears that we have to agree with Habermas
when he argued that cultural values are characteristic of a given culture
and that they can be made plausible in the context of a particular life-form.
However, taking into account the above considerations, it seems that it
is also the case for validity claims: they should be perceived within the
lifeworld corresponding to a given culture. Habermas should then say that
claims for truthfulness or rightness demand the right to transcend local
limitations, and not that they do transcend them. Taking a step further, it
should also be said that the values of equality and freedom that are strictly
connected with the very idea of communicative action are characteristic of
our community and language. They should not be regarded as something
occurring with each and every communicative action, for what we rely on
during such an action are the values and language of our culture in a given
place, in a given time.

Responsibility to Our Community

Rorty thought that it is impossible to go beyond the relative values of
different communities in order to refer to unbiased criteria that could
aid us in assessing these values. He maintained that there is no point
of view detached from the one of our historical community.20¢ Thus,
“humanity” was for him a concept belonging to biology rather than to
morality, and “there is no human dignity that is not derivative from the
dignity of some specific community.”2%7 Accordingly, he also claimed
that liberals “should try to clear themselves of charges of irresponsibility
by convincing our society that it need be responsible only to its own
traditions, and not to the moral law as well.”298 At yet another point, he
said that there is “nothing to be responsible to except persons and actual
or possible ahistorical communities.”?%° Rorty found such an approach to
be an alternative way of explaining the nature of intellectual and moral
responsibility.

As Rorty noted, our sense of responsibility within the communities
we belong to is, to a great extent, an effect of the process of education.
It consists in inciting and supporting the idiosyncratic interests and
developing the individual abilities of each and every human being. This
is why he said, “People like Habermas and myself cherish both the idea
of human fraternity and the goal of universal availability of education.
When asked what sort of education we have in mind, we often say that
it is an education in critical thinking, in the ability to talk over the pros
and cons of any view.”?1? The aim of the education is also to “shape people

into individuals endowed with a sense of moral responsibility”;?!! and as
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he added, there is nothing wrong with the “networks of power” that take
part in the process of achieving this aim.?12

Habermas has also acknowledged the role of such “shaping” by means
of socialization. He has continued to believe that individuals are subject
to socialization in the course of interactions during which their group
identities are constructed and their actions are coordinated.?!3 The former
are measured by the solidarity of group members, while the harmonization
of individual biographies with collective forms of life is measured by the
responsibility of particular persons.?!* This process of constructing and
coordinating that occurs in supportive, common action and incessant
cooperative effort, as Habermas wrote, “places the responsibility on our
shoulders without making us less dependent on ‘the luck of the moment/
Connected with this is the modern meaning of humanism, long expressed
in the ideas of self-conscious life, of authentic self-realization, and of
autonomy—a humanism that is not bent on self-assertion.”!> What we
need are responsible individuals aiming at self-realization. However, what
we should keep in mind is that Habermas has argued in favor of validity
claims and that Rorty “cannot get outside of philosophy without using
philosophy to claim validity for his thoughts. Rorty would not be the
scrupulous and sensitive, suggestive, and stimulating philosopher that he
is were he to insist solely on the rhetorical role of the re-education.”?16

For Us to Be Better

We should be responsible toward our community. Thus, Rorty suggests
we reject the intuition according to which there is something external
that we are responsible to “in favor of the thought that we might be
better than we presently are—in the sense of being better scientific
theorists, or citizens, or friends. The backup for this intuition would be
the actual or imagined existence of other human beings who were already
better (utopian fantasies, or actual experience, of superior individuals
or societies). On his account, to be responsible is a matter of what
Peirce called ‘contrite fallibilism” Rather than of respect for something
beyond.”17 In response to the above, we might ask, how could we become
better when having as a reference point imagined human beings or real
ones that have already become better? Undoubtedly, by doing things
better or by having better beliefs. But can we state that some beliefs are
better than others? Rorty said that “the ideal of ‘the better argument’
makes sense only if one can identify a natural, transcendental relation of
relevance, which connects propositions with one another so as to form
something like Descartes’ ‘natural order of reason.” Without such a natural
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order, one can only evaluate arguments by their efficacy in producing
agreement among particular persons or groups.”?!® At the same time,
Rorty claimed that a pragmatist believes his or her opinions are better
than those of, for instance, a realist, but he or she does not claim so due
to their being in accordance with some nature of things of which he or
she has a better perception.?!® In other words, according to Rorty, we
are not able to determine whether our position or our beliefs are better
than others by maintaining that they are closer to reality. They will be
“better” if what we learn today is only an intermediate station on the
way to better beliefs: beliefs that will serve our goals.??0 These beliefs
will be better if they are more useful. But what would they be useful for?
As Rorty argued, pragmatists, when faced with such a question, have
nothing to say apart from “useful for creating a better future.” When
asked, in what respects is it to be better?, they can only say something as
ambiguous as that this future is to include more of what we deem good
and less of what we deem bad. But what do they understand as “good”?
All that Rorty can answer is, after Whiteman, “diversity and freedom”
or, after Dewey, “progress.”??! In short, our beliefs will be better and will
lead to a better future if they are related to recognizing such categories
as diversity, freedom, and development.

Undoubtedly, according to Habermas, it can also be said that we shall
become better. He has also maintained that there are better ways of
speaking and acting, thanks to the formation of our beliefs by better
argumentation in the course of cooperative action. He wrote that
“all arguments, be they related to questions of law and morality or to
scientific hypotheses or to works of art, require the same basic form of
organization, which subordinates the eristic means to the end of developing
intersubjective conviction by the force of the better argument.”?22

According to Habermas, it is cooperative action that should lead to
achieving a rationally motivated understanding or—in other words—
constituting a consensus that shall be based on “authority of the better
argument.”??3 Such a consensus achieved in the course of argumentation
is, in his opinion, possible, for he has affirmed that in everyday life no one
would exchange moral arguments if they intuitionally did not “start from
the strong presupposition that a grounded consensus could in principle be
achieved among those involved.”22#

Just like Habermas, Rorty also advocated for the possibility of arriving
at consensus. He believed that it is possible to use “better arguments” as
long as they are related to the categories of freedom, equality, and growth
of individuals, which are supported by our community. Finally, he also
asserted that it is possible to justify new beliefs and desires.??> What we
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need for such justification is, according to Habermas, creating appropriate
conditions for undistorted communication. This communication
would allow its participants to, as Habermas argued, realize particular
possibilities of a better and less threatened life, according to their own
needs and judgment, and out of their own initiative.??® According to
Habermas, the aim would be not only to arrive at what everyone would
deem a better life but also to arrive at a life that would be “less threatened.”
Would Rorty also agree? Would he support and justify those of the “new

beliefs” that can be, in his opinion, justified, and that concern a “less
threatened life”?227

Not to Hurt

On the basis of Rorty’s argument that any result of a free discussion
can be referred to as “true” or “good,” it can be presumed that it is
not important what the results of such a discussion are, and that for a
liberal the essential issue is simply to ensure freedom of speech. Thus,
in such an approach, it is important that some sort of agreement can
appear as a consequence of dialogue and argumentation used in light of
commonly shared values of freedom of speech and equality of parties.
But would Rorty agree that a result of a free discussion can be called
as “good” and “true” if the discussion would be concluded with the
conviction that it is right to hurt others, and that it is necessary to go
from words to action”? As a liberal, he would not agree, since for him it
is not only free discussion but also everything that is settled in its course
that is a value in itself. For a liberal like Rorty, the worst thing we can
do is hurt. He believed that we should make our societies more sensitive
to human suffering. It is with human sensitivity and imagination that he
hopes to improve human relations. It is they that make moral progress
possible.?28 He was thus in consensus with Habermas, who also continues
to believe that compassion, care, devotion, and openness result in forms
of humanity thanks to which it is possible to survive conflicts.??® And
all this may, in his opinion, occur in our decentered culture, “a deepened
culture of reflection and feeling” in which we make the cooperative effort
“to moderate, abolish, or present the suffering of vulnerable creatures.”?30
In short, we will not refer to all the results of discussion as “good” or
“true”; we will regard as such the result that remains in accordance with
the rule guiding the actions of liberals such as Habermas or Rorty.
They would answer in the negative to the question of whether while
arriving at agreement we should be guided only by better descriptions,
better arguments, and expressions connected with certain validity
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claims partaking in the process of communication. In both Rorty’s and
Habermas'’s opinion, it is not only new languages, or new ways of speaking
and better arguments, that are to lead us to agreement; it is also openness,
compassion, sensitivity, and a refusal to hurt others.?3! In other words, we
should be guided by better arguments, and some may even be perceived as
intrinsically better in light of the suffering of vulnerable people, but we
should be also guided by sensitivity that will allow us to be closer to such
people and not only to build theories of the use of reason.

Resigning from Violence

“Resigning” from violence and hurting others will be possible once we
realize that others suffer the same way we do. This sort of awareness shall
make it possible to identify with other human beings. It is through this
identification with those “their ancestors had not been able to identify
with—people of different religions, people on the other side of the world,
people who initially seem disturbingly different from ‘us™ that moral
progress and extending our community to include those who used to be
outside it is possible.?3? In such an extended community, “immoral action”
means indeed “the sort of thing we don't do.”?33 In liberal community, what
counts as such an action is precisely causing others to suffer.

The very fact of recognizing suffering and the awareness of its existence
do not suffice, though. What is also important is being conscious of the
consequences of our actions that may cause such suffering. According to
Rorty, it is different descriptions of suffering, such as we find expressed
in books, that should help us to become less cruel.?3* They are essential
for liberal hope and for the problem of reconciling this kind of hope
with private irony. They can be divided, as Rorty divided them, into
those entailing social practices and institutions, and those aiding us in
recognizing the consequences of our private idiosyncrasies. Books of the
former kind make us see how social practices that we deem natural make
us cruel; books of the latter kind, however, show us “how our attempts at
autonomy, our private obsessions with the achievement of a certain sort
of perfection, may make us oblivious to the pain and humiliation we are
causing.”?3

Toward Responsible Freedom

Having discussed a number of important issues, it is worth observing
that freedom, which is an essential element constituting liberal society,
is, from Rorty’s and Habermas’s perspectives, “delimited.” We may say
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that freedom is a compromise, and are just like our societies, which—
as Rorty wrote—"are not quasi-persons, they are (at their liberal, social
democratic best) compromises between persons.”?3¢ It is a compromise
concerning formal rules necessary for the existence of our societies as
well as the values that underlie them. We may become better when we
are all equal, when freedom of speech and freedom of action, among
other things, are regarded as values. These freedoms are necessary for
undistorted communication to occur, for full self-realization of individuals
to be possible, and for better beliefs and better actions to take place.
From a pragmatic perspective, the category of freedom is then connected
with attention paid to the key values of our community. Advocating them
is strictly connected with responsibility for acting in accordance with them.
Although the category of freedom is “delimited” by other values vital for a
liberal community that we are responsible for, it should not be described as
“freedom from responsibility.” Such a description could suggest that there
is some basic, primary freedom. However, such a freedom does not exist.
It is not an entity to be arrived at or possessed. Neither is it a natural,
essential, or inherent feature of human beings. Accordingly, there is no
freedom that should be restricted in order for it not to threaten the freedom
of others, or that should be to some extent “sacrificed” in the name of social
or communal good. Freedom is a cultural value, and specifying the scope of
its validity depends upon social context. Our choice of this value and the
fact that we understand it are related to the kind of society we function in
and we were brought up in. From a pragmatic perspective, this upbringing
consists in highlighting the practical benefits of procuring freedom of
speech and action, both for an individual, as well as for a community.
Here, the process of education comprises pointing to the benefits for
both parties and to the reciprocal nonreducible dependencies that occur
between them. Due to education, we discover that the scope of possible
benefits shall depend on responsible action in the sphere of individual
and communal relations. Individual development and social progress are
also dependent upon responsibly following the formal rules that underlie
our interactions. This development and this progress are, in other words,
subject to responsibility for our actions and for the consequences these
actions can have with respect to others, as well as for whether they limit
the freedom of others and whether they make others feel humiliated
or hurt.?37 In the case of our actions, it is necessary then to recognize
others that may be affected by them in a given way. In short, what we are
faced with within the pragmatic perspective is education oriented toward
responsible freedom. Such a perspective provides the opportunity for
developing a new understanding of freedom: “freedom as responsibility.”
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The next step to be taken is connected with a return to Dewey’s
thought; he pointed out that it is impossible to clearly distinguish between
the individual and the community. He claimed, as it has already been
said, that as long as the old constructs and old habits prevail, the idea of
harmony between individual thoughts and desires and social reality will be
perceived through the category of adjustment. However, if we relinquish
the old ways of thinking, we will have the opportunity to recognize the
forces that influence us and the networks of relations that we are involved
in.238 Then we will no longer think with categories of “my freedom” versus
“their freedom.” We will understand freedom as a category referring to
both the individual and the community, which should be advocated for and
respected in the name of communal and individual good. Such freedom we
could call freedom as responsibility. It will require following formal rules
based on the values of freedom of speech and equality, providing us all with
the equal opportunity for growth and undistorted communication. It will
be possible to tread in this direction within present pragmatist thought
as long as it is also accompanied, inter alia, by a departure from the old
sharp division into the private and the public spheres, which in the end, as
was said earlier, Rorty was not an adherent of, as he saw that both spheres
influence each other. Both spheres influence and interact with each other,
and Habermas is also aware of that situation. That is why he wrote that
“a sphere for a privately autonomous pursuit of individual interests and
life plans cannot be delimited once and for all from the public sphere
oriented to ‘the common wealth, any more than the ‘intimate sphere’ can
be delimited like a core inside the wider private sphere.”?3? Of course this
does not mean that we should not protect private and civic autonomy,
what the system of rights simultaneously calls for from us. Habermas
has argued that these two forms of autonomy coexist and presuppose
each other, but the issue as to how the private and public spheres and
powers and responsibilities within them must be divided depends on the
circumstances and social context.

To Take Responsibility

As Berlin observed, “[T]he necessity of choosing between absolute claims
is then an inescapable characteristic of the human condition. This gives
its value to freedom.”>4% Such a choice is not easy, for it is made with the
awareness of the relativity of our beliefs. However, despite their relativity,
we can still firmly hold them. And this is, as Berlin argued, quoting the
words of Joseph A. Schumpeter, “what [has] distinguished a civilized man
from a barbarian.”?#! It is somewhat analogous to Rorty’s view, when he
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said that “the liberal societies of our century have produced more and
more people who are able to recognize the contingency of the vocabulary
in which they state their highest hopes—the contingency of their own
consciences—and yet they have remained faithful to those consciences.”?#?
He referred to that as “freedom as the recognition of contingency.”?#?

This kind of freedom is related to the presence of a diversity of voices,
which, however, does not mean that it is related to the presence of chaos.
Within this diversity, there still exists, as Habermas has claimed, the
possibility of preserving the unity of reason. For, despite the diversity, it is
possible to reach understanding by means of dialogue. Still, the contents
that we express should not be treated as constant and unchangeable, as
reflecting some sort of truth. Assuming such an attitude is not easy,
since it requires both parties to treat their beliefs as open to doubt and
discussion.2%4

For both Rorty and Habermas, the aforesaid dialogue is possible due
to specific values. These values delimit the relations between what is
important for individuals and their obligations toward the community. The
fact that there is nothing constant in ourselves that would connect us with
others does not mean, as Rorty believed, that we have no obligations. Rorty
suggested we recognize all the diverse attitudes in the private sphere (often
contradictory with respect to each other) as related to the same moral
obligations in the public sphere. Therefore, he claimed that his position
was underpinned with a certain moral intention according to which,
due to our disenchantment with the world, we, the residents of a liberal
state, become “more pragmatic, more tolerant, more liberal.”>*> Habermas
has expressed himself in a similar manner; he sees in decentration the
possibility of our becoming more tolerant, more supportive, more rational,
and more open to dialogue and more responsible for it.246

Turning to particular values means delimiting “negative” freedom and
determining its extent. Therefore, Rorty and Habermas would agree with
Berlin that “[t]he extent of a man’s, or a people’s, liberty to choose to live as
he or they desire must be weighed against the claims of many other values,
of which equality, or justice, or happiness, or security, or public order
are perhaps the most obvious examples.”?*” They take into consideration
these “other values” and, at the same time, they make the effort of
delimiting the “negative” conception of freedom. Those opposing its
positive understanding by those who would like to impose on us “freedom
of a higher order,” through the use of one or another abstract categories,
such as class, race, or nation, advocate pluralism. They believe that only
in a pluralistic and decentered world is it possible for a human being to
be free. Accordingly, they proceed with the thought of Dewey, according
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to whom “communal and public disenchantment is the price we pay for
individual and private spiritual liberation.”>#® This liberation allows us to
recognize our responsibility for our own community and its identity, for
the values that underlie it, such as freedom of speech or equality, and that
are necessary for undistorted communication to occur. This liberation is
accompanied by the opportunity for developing an understanding of the
concept of freedom as responsibility. This freedom seems necessary for
the completion of the aim of liberal societies. This aim is not “to invent
or create anything, but simply to make it as easy as possible for people to
achieve their wildly different private ends without hurting each other.”249
Conditions favorable for this shall be created when our culture is based on
dialogue instead of coercion, and when we resign from violence.

Therefore, it can be said that the idea that Rorty and also Habermas
have is to make us better in relation to one another, more responsible
toward one another, more conscious of our actions and their consequences,
as well as help us become more aware of the fact that while pursuing them,
we may make mistakes, and our responsibility should consist also in our
ability to admit it. We will be better—our deeds will be better—if we
support undistorted relations between people and educate members of
our community to be responsible, aiming at a greater consensus by means
of new, more accurate descriptions and more successful argumentation.ZSO
These will be more effective by bringing us and others more of a benefit,
for it is only in this way that it is possible to benefit in the future and to
procure further individual and social growth.

Toward Liberal Utopia

In light of the last three sections in this chapter, it has become clear that
there is not much difference between Rorty and Habermas as far as the
foundations of their sociopolitical thoughts, recognizing the value of
democratic institution, or understanding the category of freedom from
domination are concerned. Then it can be asked, where is this supposed
to lead us? The answer is, to liberal utopias based on social hope and
liberal society in which philosophers and philosophy have a very particular
role to play.

Social Hope

Rorty thought that the metaphysical and epistemological method of
establishing our habits, traditional in the West, is no longer effective,
or—in other words—it no longer fulfills its function. Accordingly, he
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suggested that we should assume that our sense of community is based
only upon common hope in cooperation with one another.?’! In order
to sustain this hope, the members of a modern society “need to be able
to tell themselves a story about how things might get better.”?>> He also
added that these societies are dependent on “the existence of reasonably
concrete, optimistic, and plausible political scenarios.”?53

Recently, social hope, as Rorty himself observed, has become much
more difficult. Because of the tragic events of World War II, it is more
difficult to provide a convincing account of this sort, and “as the century
has darkened we find it less and less possible to imagine getting out of our
present trap.”?>* And even our wealthy democracies do not provide many
reasons for optimism. Our culture of liberal democracies “has become very
conscious of its capacity for murderous intolerance and thereby perhaps
more wary of intolerance, more sensitive to the desirability of diversity,
than any other of which we have record,”?® and they still create the
opportunities for self-criticism and reforms.

Fortunately, in Rorty’s opinion, contemporary liberal society contains
some institutions for self-repair. This is why Rorty regarded “Mill’s
suggestion that governments devote themselves to optimizing the balance
between leaving people’s private lives alone and preventing suffering” as,
to a great extent, the final statement in the conceptual revolution within
Western social and political thought.?>® Rorty believed that Dewey’s
generation was perhaps the last to fully trust in the future; he himself,
though, did not lose all hope, and he presented his liberal utopia as an
alternative, as a new vocabulary that would serve to tackle the current
difficulties.?”” Good pragmatists, the inhabitants of this utopia “would
not think of themselves as realizing the true nature of humanity [...], but
simply as being happier and freer, leading richer lives, than the inhabitants
of previous human communities.”?>® They would become a part of their
community as “equal inhabitants of a paradise of individuals in which
everybody has the right to be understood but nobody has the right to
rule,”?> for we are all human beings, all fallible and all determined by
history, and none of us can exercise a right to a higher status than that of
an interlocutor in a conversation.260

Habermas has also not given up on this hope; he has presented a
utopian project of a perfect communicative community underpinned with
the values of freedom of speech and equality of parties participating in
dialogue. Despite the numerous works that assert that utopian enthusiasm
has been exhausted, in his Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas
undertook to present a utopia and reconstructed the concept of reason
in the context of communicative rationality, thereby pointing out that it
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is possible to rationalize worldviews. However, he has not been surprised
by the fact that those talking of the “exhaustion” gain more and more
adherents.?®! In his opinion, there are some firm reasons for the popularity
of that view. Previous social utopias, strictly connected with historical
thinking, being an element of political disputes since the nineteenth
century, aroused realistic expectations. They depicted scientific and
technological progress as an opportunity for rational control over nature
and society. However, these expectations were undermined by numerous
historical incidents of a destructive nature that would not have been
possible on such a scale but for science and technology.?6? The forces from
which modernity derived its consciousness and its utopian visions of a
better future did not bring, in consequence, autonomy, but dependency;
instead of emancipation, repression emerged; irrationality replaced
rationality; and the new forces of production contributed to destruction
instead of construction.?®3 Habermas wrote about these high hopes and
their loss in what follows:

Eighteenth-century philosophers still hoped to develop unflinchingly
the objectivating sciences, universalistic foundations of morality and
law, and art, each according to its own inner logic, and at the same time
to free the cognitive potentials built up in this way from their esoteric
forms and to use them in practice, that is, in rationally shaping the
conditions of daily life. Enlighteners cast in the mold of Condorcet had
the extravagant expectation that the arts and sciences would promote
not only the control of natural forces, but also interpretations of the
world and of ourselves, moral progress, the justice of social institutions,
even the happiness of humankind. The twentieth century has left little
of this optimism intact.264

Further on, he said, “There is a difference of opinion as to whether we
should hold fast to the intentions of the Enlightenment [...] or should
give up the project of modernity as lost.”?> Habermas has not resigned
from this project and has deemed the opinions of the early postmodern
era premature. For him, we still argue in the same way about potential
directions for further development, and the utopian energies of the past
are still present: there is still some will to create programs that could
improve the current situation. Of course, he has continued to think that
we have witnessed a departure from the illusions of designing definite and
all-embracing scenarios of social and political life-forms. For instance, in
his opinion, the utopia that emerged around the potential of a labor-based
society has been exhausted. However, he does not think that we should
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abandon modernity and its project altogether. We should rather “learn
from the aberrations which have accompanied the project of modernity
and from the mistakes of those extravagant proposals of sublation.”266

Thus, we see that both Habermas and Rorty have insisted on
maintaining some of the “intentions” of the Enlightenment. They do it
insofar as the categories of communicative rationality—understood as
tolerant and undistorted communication—and of progress are crucial for
their thought. Both have claimed that it is still possible and beneficial
to create new utopias. At the same time, they have recognized that it
is impossible to discover a better, ideal form of life. In this respect, the
difference between them is not so significant, and it could actually be said
that it rests on the fact that one of them explicitly declared that he did not
abandon the project of modernity and continues to pursue it, albeit not
in the way his predecessors did, while the other one pursued it but called
it something different.

Liberal Society

Habermas, just like Rorty, has advocated for the idea of a liberal society
and has put forward concrete proposals concerning the nature of our
institutions and values that ought to motivate our actions. Rorty rightly
recognized these similarities, pointing to their convergent understanding
of rationality. Rorty, like Habermas, related this rationality to “the
political and moral virtues of rich, tolerant societies and the superior
sort of audiences which become possible in such societies.”?67 What
is also characteristic of the two philosophers is their views on anxiety
and distrust of liberal democracy. Rorty wrote that Habermasians and
pragmatists cannot comprehend how it is possible for one to say that “May
1968 refutes the doctrine of parliamentary liberalism.” In their opinion,
this doctrine may be overthrown only by a better idea of how to organize
a society. They believe that “no event—not even Auschwitz—-can show
that we should cease to work for a given utopia. Only another, more
persuasive, utopia can do that.”268

Accordingly, Rorty, as a pragmatist, disagreed with those that
treat some events as evidence for the “bankruptcy” of the long-term
efforts at social reform.?%° He did not interpret political, economic, or
technological incidents as symptoms of shifts in the course of history,
thereby questioning the idea of a “universal history of humanity.” He
said that “a willingness to see these as probably just more of the same
old familiar vicissitudes is required to take the Dewey-Habermas
line, to persist in using notions like ‘persuasion rather than force’ and
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‘consensus’ to state one’s political goals.”?’? Rorty took this line and
thus became a part of the intellectual tradition of possible progress
that—as he believed—would lead to “a planetwide democracy, a society
in which torture, or the closing down of a university or a newspaper,
on the other side of the world is as much a cause for outrage as when
it happens at home.”?”! Therefore, he insisted on a vision of a utopian
future in which “cultural traditions will have ceased to have an influence
on political decisions. In politics there will be only one tradition: that
of constant vigilance against the predictable attempts by the rich and
strong to take advantage of the poor and weak.”?”2 In such a future,
society shall be as multicultural as it is today, and it shall affirm its
identity not in the course of systematic processes of excluding others,
but it shall draw it from “its willingness to enlarge its imagination
and merge with other groups, other human possibilities, so as to form
the barely imaginable, cosmopolitan society of the future.”?”3 It is
worth noticing that by taking this line and writing about “joining
with other groups” and about the possibility of “one tradition,” Rorty
converged with the motivation that underlies Habermas’s thinking,
that is, the reconciliation of a torn-apart era of modernity and the idea
“that without surrendering the differentiation that modernity has made
possible in the cultural, the social and economic spheres, one can find
forms of living together in which autonomy and dependency can truly
enter into a non-antagonistic relation [...] that one can walk tall in a
collectivity.”?7* This dignity (or walking tall) would rest upon such
values of our community as freedom and equality; and it is thanks to
acting in accordance with them that progress would be possible.

Communication and Complications

Both Rorty and Habermas have claimed that in order to talk about
progress related to social reforms, releasing the potential of reason and
rationalization of the lifeworld, or the ongoing improvement of the
situation of the West, it is necessary for a certain condition to be satisfied,
that is, unconstrained dialogue—undistorted communication—to emerge
between the members of a given community and between the communities.
Such a communication shall create unity between them as long as they
resign from the use of violence against one another. The history of
humanity, as Rorty wrote, “will be a universal history just in proportion to
the amount of free consensus among human beings which is attained.”?”>

It is obvious that Rorty advocated the idea of undistorted communication.

We need to add, though, that he had doubts as to whether it is possible to
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communicate and to arrive at a consensus in any situation.?’¢ He believed
that we do not have to respond to each and every argument by referring to
the categories within which it has been presented: “Accommodation and
tolerance must stop short of a willingness to work within any vocabulary
that one’s interlocutor wishes to use, to take seriously any topic that he
puts forward for discussion. To take this view is of a piece with dropping
the idea that a single moral vocabulary and a single set of moral beliefs
are appropriate for every human community everywhere.”?”” According
to Rorty, avoiding discussion on, for example, what people should be like
is not an expression of overt disregard for the spirit of accommodation
and tolerance, so significant in democracy. He simply wanted to point
out that “human beings are center less networks of beliefs and desires.”?”8
Since there is no center, the only thing that we can do is recognize the fact
that we have different vocabularies and different views dependent upon
our historical situation. These vocabularies do not have to correspond to
one another “to make possible agreement about political topics, or even
profitable discussion of such topics.”?”? And Rorty added that he seems
to be “as provincial and contextualist as the Nazi teachers who made their
students read Der Sturmer, the only difference is that I serve a better cause.
I come from a better province.”?80 He believed that he is morally superior
by belonging to this “better province,” but those who do not “are no less
coherent in their use of language.”8!

What is more, there are people who, in his opinion, are not sensible
enough to cooperate, and there is no way of convincing them to do so. In
such a situation, “we can only say ‘Sorry, we cannot work with you.”?82
Rorty also thought we should say to these people:

There are credentials for admission to our democratic society, creden-
tials which we liberals have been making more stringent by doing our
best to excommunicate racists, male chauvinists, homophobes, and the
like. You have to be educated in order to be a citizen of our society, a
participant in our conversation, someone with whom we can envisage
merging our horizons. So we are going to go right on trying to discredit
you in the eyes of your children, trying to strip your fundamentalist
religious community of dignity, trying to make your views seem silly
rather than discussable. We are not so inclusivist as to tolerate intoler-

ance such as YOUI‘S.283

In light of that retort, it is clear that he believed that we should give up on
the attempt to enlarge everyone’s moral identity, “and settle for working

out a2 modus vivendi—one which may involve the threat, or even the use,
of force 284
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As Rorty observed, Habermas has continued to believe that it is possible
to do more in the above case. In Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas
indicated that it is thanks to communicative rationality related to universal
validity claims that a successful cooperation and communication in general
are possible.?8> In seeking for understanding, parties involved have to refer
to validity claims, because by their means they are able to position their
claims in the three concepts of the world they presumed at the beginning
of their discussion: objective, social, and subjective.?8¢ Habermas has
claimed that these are essential elements of the theory of communicative
action in order to highlight that language has the potential of reason
that may be manifested in communicative action aiming at arriving at
agreement or—in other words—that we may talk of rational contents of
the structures of reaching understanding. In Habermas’s opinion, these
structures, which he refers to as “anthropologically deep-seated,” are
observable when we pursue the analysis describing “structures of action
and structures of mutual understanding that are found in the intuitive
knowledge of competent members of modern societies.”?87 We are faced
with this “intuitive knowledge possessed by subjects capable of speech and
action, a knowledge which the growing child has to learn in order to be
able to use it in communicative action as an adult” when we try to answer
the question of “how a use of language oriented to reaching understanding
is possible.”?88 It is thanks to the process of education that it is possible
to develop such a level of awareness that allows for successful cooperation
and communication. Here, Habermas began with the trivial assumption
“that subjects capable of speech and action cannot help but learn.”?8% These
processes contribute to better cooperation and understanding, better
communication and integration.

However, Habermas has realized that a society is subject to evolution
and that “higher levels of integration cannot be established in social
evolution until legal institutions develop in which moral consciousness
on the conventional, and then postconventional levels is embodied.”?°°
Thus, he has not maintained that all of a sudden everyone shall be equally
rational, reflective, and critical, and that they shall act according to rules
enabling undistorted communication. He has been well aware of the fact
that the process of communication is connected with certain problems,
that “the growing pressure for rationality that a problematic lifeworld
exerts upon the mechanism of mutual understanding increases the need
for achieved consensus, and this increases the expenditure of interpretive
energies and the risk of dissensus.”?! We are faced with such a situation
when, for example, a validity claim is not recognized as problematic, and
an utterance is not questioned. Habermas has pointed to the possibility
of such a situation: “In a therapeutic dialogue directed to self-reflection,
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some important presuppositions for discourse in the strict sense are not
fulfilled: the validity claim is not regarded as problematic from the start;
the patient does not take up a hypothetical attitude toward what is said;
on his side, it is by no means the case that all motives except that of
cooperatively seeking the truth are put out of play; the relations between
the partners in dialogue are not symmetrical, and so on.”?? In light of the
above, a skeptic should say that this is characteristic of everyday relations,
that their participants do not presuppose and do not respect the conditions
that are necessary for free and undistorted communication. Accordingly,
they do not assume a hypothetical attitude toward, for example, what is
being said. Habermas has argued that such a situation can be changed
by means of the healing power of conversation and the persuasive power
of arguments used in its course. He wrote that he would like “to take
account of these special circumstances by always speaking of ‘critique’
instead of ‘discourse’ when arguments are employed in situations in which
participants need not presuppose that the conditions for speech free of
external and internal constraints are fulfilled.”293

Linguistic communication free from external and internal coercion shall
not occur unless agreement—or rejection—of the content of an articulated
statement is related to assuming an attitude toward the validity claim in
question. If the claim is an arbitrary request—an “imperative”—and is
not normatively rooted, agreement or its lack, acceptance or disapproval,
shall result in following or opposing the will of the other. Then we will
be faced with a power claim instead of a validity claim. The difference
between them rests on the fact that “yes/no positions on validity claims
mean that the healer agrees or does not agree with a criticizable expression
and does so in light of reasons or grounds; such positions are the expression
of insight or understanding.”>®* Power claims, however, have to be based on
“supplementary sanctions” in order to be successful.?%°

A skeptic, taking into account the presence of power claims, should ask
once again: is it actually possible to provide conditions for undistorted
communication so that no elements of coercion or repression—that we
can talk of in a situation when one of the parties is more privileged than
the other—appear within it? Undoubtedly, it is difficult to satisfy the
condition of equality of parties participating in dialogue. As Rorty said,
“[T]he principal source of conflict between human communities is the
belief that I have no reason to justify my beliefs to you, and none in finding
out what alternative beliefs you may have, because you are, for example, an
infidel, a foreigner, a woman, a child, a slave.”2%¢ For even if the participants
recognize themselves as its equal parties and if they believe that they can
agree on certain issues by presenting their points of view, they may not
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be aware, for example, of how deeply certain convictions and beliefs are
planted in them; so deeply that they will not be able to revise them, to
be critical toward them. If a consensus is reached in such conditions, it is
undoubtedly to be a “false consensus”—a “pseudoconsensus” based upon
mistake and illusion. It will consist in the participants of the interaction
being mistaken about their own strategic attitude. And all this will take
place due to “violations of necessary conditions for processes of consensus
formation.”?97 The situation is much more evident, of course, when none
of the parties of the dialogue is able to support their claim, or when only
one party is able to do that, and the other one is but willing to conform.
Certainly, in all these cases, it is not possible to talk of undistorted
communication.

In accordance with what Habermas himself has been well aware of, that
is, that “pure modes of using language are the exception,” that “negotiated
descriptions of situations, and agreements based on the intersubjective
recognition of criticisable validity-claims, are diffuse, fleeting, occasional
and fragile,” that “communicative acts take on explicitly linguistic
forms only in exceptional cases,”
situations—if not in each of them—we are faced with “critique” and not
“discourse.” That is why Rorty said, “I have no use for the claim that
any communicative action contains a claim to universal validity, because

98 a skeptic would say that in most

this so-called ‘presupposition’ seems to us to have no role to play in the
explanation of linguistic behaviour.”?°® He also said, “I think that the
only ideal presupposed by discourse is that of being able to justify your
beliefs to a competent audience.”?°? Habermas would undoubtedly respond
that even if it is so in most cases, it does not need to be so, and he would
point to the “healing power of conversation” and the “persuasive power
of arguments used in its course” that contribute to the emergence of
undistorted communication. And he would add, with all certainty, that
we should not lose hope. But is this enough?

On Role of Philosopby and Philosopbers, and on Responsibility

Due to the fact that there is no “natural” order for justifying one’s beliefs
and desires, and that “there is no center to the self, then there are only
different ways of weaving new candidates for belief and desire into
antecedently existing webs of belief and desire.”?! Thus, if a liberal utopia
is to ever come into being, it is necessary, in Rorty’s opinion, to introduce
egalitarian politics into the language of multiple cultural traditions with
due calm and patience. It shall be necessary to persuade us to change “our
habit of basing political decisions on the difference between people like us,
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the paradigmatic human beings, and such dubious cases of humanity as
foreigners, infidels, untouchables, women.”?92 Rorty thought that the role
of introducing these new habits of engaging with others should be taken
up by philosophers whose “moral concern should be with continuing the
conversation of the West, rather than with insisting upon a place for the
traditional problems of modern philosophy within that conversation.”3%3
In its course, they would illuminate the human suffering and oppression
that have become ostensibly visible since the French Revolution, and the
numerous attempts at implementing its ideals.3%4 In Rorty’s opinion, they
would also be politically useful: just like poets, playwrights, economists,
and engineers they would warn against particular projects in particular
times, they would persuade people to be free. These philosophers would
refer to themselves as “servants of [...] freedom, servants of democracy.”?>

This might seem like a striking claim, after having read Rorty’s
criticism of the role of philosophy, “that no philosophical thesis, either
about contingency or about truth, does anything decisive for democratic
politics.”3%¢ He did not think that philosophy could do much for
democratic politics. Philosophical reflections “can do little more than
rearrange previously existent intuitions, rather than creating new ones
or erasing old ones.”?%7 But one has to understand that he criticized a
particular kind of philosophy—the one that is looking for truth—and that
is why he said that “philosophy should not be the basis for creating political
visions—only bad things happen like with Nietzsche and Hitler.”208

In accordance with the above stated view, Rorty claimed that for both
himself and for other pragmatists, “the best hope for philosophy is not
to practice Philosophy.”?%® When trying to sketch his vision of a liberal
utopia, he did not seek its justification outside our context. But Habermas
has not sought such justification either, for he has defended the view that
modern culture does not need philosophical justification.310 Therefore,
he has written about his utopian project of an ideal communicative
community and undistorted intersubjectivity that would involve free
and reciprocal recognition of the parties of dialogue and would rest on
common and supportive actions, just like Rorty, who described his project
as historically rooted in the communicative reason that incited it.3!! Here,
philosophy may only highlight the situation in which we “can contribute
to our learning to understand the ambivalences that we come up against
as just so many appeals to increasing responsibilities within a diminishing
range of options.”? This ever more common attitude of responsibility is
to be present in actions consisting in considering the multiplicity of our
approaches and interests. As Habermas has observed, this is what the
modern sense of humanism is related to, the humanism that has already
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been expressed in the ideas of self-conscious life, authentic self-realization,
and autonomy:

Given the postmetaphysical thinking characterizing the modern condi-
tion, where ontological and theological background assumptions became
more and more controversial, practical philosophy has gone on to sacri-
fice even its substantive content. For, in view of what is now considered
as a legitimate pluralism of worldviews, modern philosophical ethics is
no longer able to commend particular models for how to lead a good
life [...] [and] ethics [...] must confine itself to the more formal aspects
of the basic question of who I am and would like to be, and of what is

good for me in the long run.313
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POSTSCRIPT

From Dewey to Rorty and Habermas

The Main Themes

his work has focused on the texts of Dewey, Rorty, and Habermas.

In order to not take a single step toward either critique or approval
that could not be justified by their careful analyses, and to not fall
under the sway of other interpretations, this work has presented some
of the central threads of the sociopolitical thought of these three
philosophers. The aim of this work has not been to deliberate on who
is mistaken and to what extent people misinterpret these thinkers, but
to present certain issues and problems, reflecting on them and pointing
to the potential pragmatist consequences for sociopolitical thought.
The aim has been, then, inter alia, to point to what such a perspec-
tive can give us today, what possibilities it opens for us. The writing
of this work was accompanied by the idea of taking a step forward as
far as formulating a clear articulation of present pragmatist thought.
For, despite critique, such a message does exist, and we can consider it
when proceeding forward in taking certain kinds of action.!

In order to recapitulate the contents of this volume, we shall now
present the main themes of the sociopolitical thought of Rorty and of
Habermas, which shall be juxtaposed with the categories crucial for
Dewey’s philosophy, so that one can find out that it is indeed possible to
talk of a common pragmatist voice.? By doing so, we will make good on the
promises made in the introduction of this work. Once again, it is a direct
reference to the texts that will serve as a basis for further reflection. At
the same time, it shall allow us to point to some of the ideas that prove
the main intuitions accompanying the process of writing this book; that
is, mostly, the intuition that the sociopolitical thought of Rorty and of

191
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Habermas converges to a large extent when we speak about foundations.
They both recognize the value of democracy and share an understanding
of the category of freedom. Based on their thoughts, it is also possible
to present in the future an attempt to work out new understanding of
freedom: freedom as responsibility. The main themes that shall be pointed
to include the issue of the tasks that philosophy is faced with, the proper
attitude toward the categories of truth and freedom, and the nature of
democracy, the nature of communication, the possibility of progress, the
role of pragmatism, and the importance of utopias.

Philosophy
As has already been said, Rorty and Habermas have hoped that their

similar sociopolitical projects will perhaps spread broadly throughout our
society and motivate communicative action. As has been demonstrated,
these projects, as well as the categories on which they are based, are to a
great extent convergent with the central themes of Dewey’s sociopolitical
thought (discussed in the introduction). They do not rest on any stable
and unchanging “philosophical foundations.” Rorty and Habermas have
treated philosophy the same way Dewey did; Dewey wrote that it can
offer us hypotheses that prove valuable only when they make our minds
more sensitive to the present.? Philosophy thus understood should be,
accordingly, more of a method than a theoretical system that takes
on different shapes.* It should not search for ultimate descriptions of
the world or its stable and unchanging elements. As Habermas put it,
“Philosophy can no longer refer to the whole of the world, of nature, of
history, of society, in the sense of a totalizing knowledge. Theoretical
surrogates for worldviews have been devalued, not only by the factual
advance of empirical science but even more by the reflective consciousness
accompanying it.”> In consequence, the task of philosophy no longer
consists in discovering ultimate knowledge but in criticism toward our
values and beliefs.® It should investigate whether beliefs and institutions
correspond to the existing circumstances and goals that society has created.
In The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy, Dewey wrote that philosophy
“recovers itself when it ceases to be a device for dealing with the problems
of philosophers and becomes a method, cultivated by philosophers, for
dealing with the problems of men.””

This is also what Rorty and Habermas have thought; they have
seen philosophy as a tool for facilitating human freedom, equality, and
responsibility. As Rorty wrote, the philosophical tradition should be
“utilized, as one utilizes a bag of tools.” In a situation when its “conceptual
instruments” are no longer useful, it is necessary to develop a new one.
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It is important for such a tradition to be vital, to be efficacious for our
circumstances and to allow for coping with them effectively. As Habermas
wrote, “The traditions that survive are only those which change in order
to fit new situations.” Philosophical traditions that can address normative
issues of the just or well-ordered society, as Habermas argued, would
not, however, exist without freedom. Philosophy and democracy are both
dependent on freedom, apart from the fact that they emerge from the same
historical context.10

From Truth to Freedom

Rorty and Habermas—just like Dewey—opposed the doctrines of
representationalism and the concept of truth as correspondence. They
have bade farewell to the hope for acquiring the truth and the philosophy
that—as Dewey wrote in Reconstruction in Philosophy—"under the cover
of communing with an ultimate reality, coped with the values rooted in
social traditions.” What they have deemed most important is to attempt
to reach for the common welfare and happiness of as many people as
possible, by presenting the possibility of changing the language, the
customs, and the institutions that impede it.!> They give up creating a
metaphysical background and exercise the independence that individuals
thus obtain. By doing that, they follow the steps of Dewey, who, as Rorty
wrote, “assumed that no good achieved by earlier societies would be
worth recapturing if the price were a diminution in our ability to leave
people alone, to let them try out their private visions of perfection in
peace. He admired the American habit of giving democracy priority over
philosophy by asking, about any visions of the meaning of life, “Would
not acting out this vision interfere with the ability of others to work out
their own salvation?”13 Asking such a question is synonymous with taking
into consideration the fact that our actions affect others and that we
need to be careful not to limit their freedom and opportunities for self-
realization. This is the behavior that Rorty and Habermas have expected
of the members of liberal societies. Accordingly, the freedom that they
wish for all individuals becomes more specific, inter alia, through the
awareness that we are not alone, that we live and act within minorities
and within greater communities in which we affect them and they affect
us. In other words, individuals need to conceive of this freedom in the
context of the community in which it exists, and the community needs
to be able to exercise freedom, bearing in mind how important it is for
proper individual growth. Without basic freedoms, as Dewey remarked,
individuals cannot grow, and society is deprived of what they could
contribute.!* Freedom allows for unconstrained scientific research and
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for the unconstrained discussion necessary for the proper development
and welfare of societies.!®

The category of growth is of great import to pragmatist thought, for
it points to the necessity of creating conditions for individuals to fully
realize themselves.!® These conditions are also crucial for the emergence
of understanding in the course of undistorted communication.l” As far
as the aforementioned is concerned, Habermas said, “In contemporary
philosophy, wherever coherent argumentation has developed around
constant thematic cores—in logic and the theory of science, in the theory
of language and meaning, in ethics and action theory, even in aesthetics—
interest is directed to the formal conditions of rationality in knowing, in
reaching understanding through language, and in acting.”’® These formal
conditions, to which our attention is being drawn, include, inter alia,
the equality of the parties in dialogue and the freedom of speech. These
need to be constantly taken care of, and therefore what Dewey saw as the
basis of individual human greatness is—as Rorty rightly observed—our
contribution to building social freedom, which is understood in accordance
with the tradition of the French Revolution.!® It is simply “sociopolitical
freedom, the sort of freedom found in bourgeois democracies.”?” In order
not to negate it, we need to get rid of all the doctrines that prevent us
from exercising it. In other words, freedom is much more important than
any truth. This thought is present in the philosophies of Rorty and of
Habermas, but it has also been articulated by Dewey.?! As Rorty said,
“Dewey put a new twist on the idea that if you take care of freedom,
truth will take care of itself [...]. He taught us to call ‘true’ whatever
belief results from a free and open encounter of opinions, without asking
whether this result agrees with something beyond that encounter.”?? Rorty
shared this stance and repeatedly emphasized that we should take care of
freedom and then the truth shall take care of itself. It is not important
whether we tell the truth, it is important to be free and to speak of what
we think is true. As Rorty himself admitted, for him, Dewey remained
the original author of the view that it is possible to do without “views
about truth save that it is more likely to be obtained in [...] ‘free and open
encounter’ of opinions.”?> Thus, both he and Habermas have conceived
of truth in the way Dewey did, that is, as “warranted assertability”?%: as
“a social phenomenon rather than a transaction between ‘the knowing
subject’ and ‘reality.”?> According to such a perspective, we can call true
any stance that has been commonly created and accepted, and the search
for objectivity is nothing but pursuing an intersubjective understanding.?®
And as Rorty claimed, such a belief “goes hand in hand with the thesis
that no language is more adequate to reality than any other language.”?”
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Democracy—One of the Ways

Just like Dewey, Rorty and Habermas have also advocated for liberal
democracy, democracy that Dewey and Habermas called a radical one.?8
They have not tried to justify it by referring to something fundamental
in the world, so as to show that it is the only right political form. As
Habermas wrote, “All attempts at discovering ultimate foundations, in
which the intentions of First Philosophy live on, have broken down.”?°
In light of that, Rorty pointed out that the difference between him and
Habermas has been no difference in practice: “[W]e both have the same
utopias in mind, and we both engage in the same sort of democratic
politics. So why quibble about whether to call utopian communication
practices ‘oriented to truth’ or not?”3? In another place he said that
“we should be retrospective rather than prospective: inquiry should be
driven by concrete fears of regression rather than by abstract hopes of
universality.?! He did not agree with Habermas that “as soon as the
concept of truth is eliminated in favour of a context-dependent, epistemic
validity-for-us, the normative reference-point [...] that would explain
why a proponent should struggle to secure acceptance for ‘p’ beyond the
bounds of his own group is missing.”>> Rorty did not think that there
is some higher obligation to go beyond the bounds of our own group,
and that is why he said, “I regard it as a fortunate historical accident
that we find ourselves in a culture—the high culture of the West in the
twentieth century—which is highly sensitized to the need to go beyond
such borders. This sensitization is a result of our awareness of the blind
cruelty which has resulted from not doing so in the past, and our fear of
falling back into barbarism.”3

What we can, however, talk about when choosing between democracy
and totalitarianism is a “moral obligation” and to giving such a notion “a
respectable, secular, non-transcendental sense by relativizing it to a histor-
ically contingent sense of moral identity.”>* The followers of Dewey, such
as Rorty, would like “to praise parliamentary democracy and the welfare
state as very good things, but only on the basis of invidious comparisons
with suggested concrete alternatives, not on the basis of claims that these
institutions are truer to human nature, or more rational, or in better
accord with the universal moral law, than feudalism or totalitarianism.”3>
However, such an approach faces much criticism. Dewey himself was crit-
icized that his radical democracy is depriving us of the weapons against
the enemies of liberalism, not offering us in return anything with which
we could reply to the Nazis.3¢ In response, Rorty wrote that “it is not clear
how to argue for the claim that human beings ought to be liberals rather
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than fanatics without being driven back on a theory of human nature, on
philosophy.”” Accordingly, we need to presume that liberalism is, along-
side fanaticism or totalitarianism, nothing but one of many ways that
humans can follow, that it is one of many vocabularies which are there to
be used. In the opinion of the pragmatists, it does not make any sense to
claim “the real vocabulary for describing what'’s really going on.”?® Thus,
Rorty believed that no attitude can be privileged, unless we deem “privi-
leged” the attitude that has been shared by a given community in some sort
of a special way. Therefore, our attitude, which has been to some extent
disseminated, is but one of many ways to conceive of and approach certain
issues. In consequence, “the utopian world community envisaged by the
Charter of the United Nations and the Helsinki Declaration of Human
Rights is no more the destiny of humanity than is an atomic holocaust or
the replacement of democratic governments by feuding warlords.”>® And
there is also no reason to believe that “the promise of American democ-
racy will find its final fulfillment in America, any more than Roman law
reached its fulfillment in the Roman Empire or literary culture its fulfill-
ment in Alexandria.”0

A lot depends on the circumstances. Things can turn out not the way we
wanted them to when another attitude wins more appreciation. As Jean-
Paul Sartre noted, some may decide on establishing fascism, while others,
cowardly or slack, may allow it.¥ What can we do in such a situation? As
Rorty remarked, it is impossible to convince the adherents of totalitarian
regimes by means of argumentation, referring to universally accepted
premises. It is also pointless to pretend “that a common human nature
makes the totalitarians unconsciously hold such premises.”*> What we can
do in such a situation is speak out about the advantages of our community
and of our way of perceiving the world. All we can do “is to show how the
other side looks from our point of view.”> And this is also the point of view
held by Dewey, who would certainly agree with the stance that the value
of his philosophy comes down to the value of the life that it advocates.
Philosophy should not justify the affiliation to a given community by
referring to some ahistorical construct called “reason” or “transcultural
rules,” but simply present the advantages of this community over others
in as much detail as possible. This can be pursued due to discussion: for
instance, between those who deem contemporary democratic societies as
“hopeless” and those who see them as our only hope with reference to the
real problems that we encounter.**

Talking about the advantages that our community has over others is
important not only during dialogue with other communities but also for
our own community and society. For talking about equality, tolerance,
or freedom, we arrive at an ever more widespread dissemination of these
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values. As Rorty noted, society will eventually get used to the fact that
“social policy needs no more authority than successful accommodation
among individuals, individuals who find themselves heir to the same
historical traditions and faced with the same problems. It will be a society
that encourages the ‘end of ideology’, that takes reflexive equilibrium as
the only method needed in discussing social policy.” It shall be a society
that appreciates the wisdom of novels much more than the wisdom of
philosophy. The former manifests itself, as Milan Kundera wrote, in the
fact that it “does not by nature serve ideological certitudes, it contradicts
them.”® In Rorty’s as well as in Habermas’s opinion (having in mind his
defense of validity claims), the ideological certitudes and the threat of
ideologization shall cease to exist once we abandon the idea of universal
and absolute foundations, on which our lives supposedly rest. Challenging
the idea of a transhistorical, important set of concepts results in a—both
in Rorty’s and Habermas’s, as well as in Dewey’s opinion—strengthening,
and not weakening, of liberal institutions.*’ Still, this is not all that we
need in order to strengthen our values and democratic institutions.

Progress and Free Communication

Pragmatists such as Dewey, Habermas, and Rorty believe that the world
in which we live is capable of self-repair and that it allows for progress.
And this is what we need. Progress is not understood here as “a matter
of a self gradually gaining a more clear and objective perspective on the
intrinsic nature of its surroundings, but as a series of experiments, an
adventure, in the course of which we are constantly creating new self-
descriptions: descriptions which cannot be verified by anything but our
descendants’ belief in their utility, arrived at in retrospection.*® Writing
in a similar manner, Dewey pointed to the relation between the growth
of rationality, which emerges alongside modern science and technology,
and the rationality that is synonymous with tolerance. He believed that
with time, it will be ever easier to acquire this type of rationality.*
This has also been pointed out by Habermas; he believed that rationality
becomes pronounced when decentration occurs. As a consequence of this
decentration, there emerges a growing need for understanding, which
we are no longer granted a priori, but which is created in the course
of domination-free communication.’® Writing in a manner similar to
Dewey and Rorty, in The Theory of Communicative Action, Habermas
reconstructed the conditions necessary for communication, assuming that
in everyday communicative practices, socialized individuals cannot avoid
using speech in a way that would not be oriented to reaching understanding,
Further, he has tried to prove his intuition that they need to be pursued
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in accordance with a concrete, practical presupposition. According to it,
wherever we think what we say, our expressions are accompanied with
claims for validity, rightness, and honesty.”! By pointing, inter alia, to
the importance of communicative rationality, Habermas , however, has
aimed not at presenting the basic norms of a well-organized society but
the formal conditions necessary for creating different visions of what the
society could be like. In doing that he followed Dewey, whom he cited
in Between Facts and Norms: “Majority rule, just as majority rule, is as
foolish as its critics charge it with being. But it never is merely majority
rule. . .. “The means by which a majority comes to be a majority is the
more important thing: antecedent debates, modification of views to meet
the opinions of minorities. . . . The essential need, in other words, is the
improvement of the methods and conditions of debate, discussion and
persuasion.”? It is thanks to them, the conditions of debate, the formal
conditions of communication, important for appearance of Habermas’s
radical democracy of Dewey’s radical democracy, and complying with
them, that undistorted communication shall occur, and that it will be
possible to cope with the complex situations that make us reach for
understanding anew. Alongside widening the space that it encompasses,
we will come closer to democracy through freedom of speech, equality,
and tolerance for difference, about which Rorty has written.>® In such
a democracy, according to Dewey, free social action is to be inextricably
linked with vivid communication.>*

It needs to be remarked, though, that not everyone would agree
with the above. There are also those, like Michel Foucault, who see the
contemporary West as a panoptic society, in which rationality, meant as
a greater dose of tolerance, is less and less likely to occur.”® Is it possible
to state who is right? Rorty answered that perhaps the forces of Western
culture support a panoptic society “in which individuality—and thus
rationality—is becoming increasingly impossible.”>® He stressed, however,
that he was not convinced that it is the philosophers who are able to decide
whether this is what will actually happen. Thus, he wished “to replace the
search for universal validity with utopian social hope.”” This has already
been pursued by Dewey. He wanted to replace the knowledge of “the will
of God,” “the moral law,” “the laws of history,” or “scientific facts” with
a utopian dream of an ideal, decent, and civilized society.>® In spite of a
certain rhetoric of hope, Dewey’s philosophy, as Rorty noted, did not teach
“that the combination of American institutions and the scientific method
would produce the Good Life for Man. Its attitude was best expressed by
Sidney Hook in an essay called Pragmatism and the Tragic Sense of Life,
which closes by saying, ‘Pragmatism [...] is the theory and practice of
enlarging human freedom in a precarious and tragic world by the arts of
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intelligent social control. It may be a lost cause. I do not know of a better
one.””® The project of facilitating this human freedom is undertaken not
only by Dewey, whose works are filled with the nineteenth-century faith
in human history as a story of the growth of human freedom, but also by
Rorty and Habermas, whose philosophies, like Dewey’s, are dominated
by the question, what sort of philosophical vocabulary and approach
would serve human-freedom best?6? As Rorty wrote, Habermas is here
“the contemporary philosopher who most resembles Dewey—not only in
doctrine but in his attitude toward his society, and in the role which he
has played in the day-to-day, nitty-gritty political debates of his time. Like
Dewey, Habermas’s thought is dominated by [...] the conviction that the
modern industrialized technological world is not hopeless, but, on the
contrary, capable of continual self-improvement.”®! This improvement can
happen thanks to the growth of solidarity based on freedom, pluralism,
and diversity, and thanks to overcoming the sharp dichotomy between
individual and community.6?

Pragmatism and Utopias

In light of the above, we may ask how to briefly define pragmatism and its
role. An answer can be found in Rorty’s words: “In the form John Dewey
gave it, pragmatism is a philosophy tailored to the needs of political
liberalism, a way of making political liberalism look good to persons
with philosophical tastes. It provides a rationale for nonideological,
compromising, reformist muddling-through.”®3 According to Rorty, then,
pragmatism can be conceived of as “clearing the ground for democratic
politics,” and not a justification for it.% It needs to be treated as drawing
attention to certain possibilities that are in front of us, and not as
something that is ultimate enough to be a solid argument.®> Of course,
the pragmatists believe that their words are true, but that does not mean
that anyone is obliged to think alike. All they do is present their point
of view, from which they preach, among other things, that philosophy
can be revived by giving up the dualisms that modern science, as well
as the more flexible and open kinds of sociopolitical institutions, have
worked to make obsolete.®¢ Also, they have presented the view that the
obligation of being rational is nothing but an obligation of being willing
to converse and of being tolerant, of also taking into consideration the
point of view of others.®”

This type of pragmatism is a core interest for both Rorty and
Habermas. Habermas has argued that only pragmatism builds upon the
spirit of radical democracy in a convincing way. Habermas has written
that pragmatism comes up “as the only approach that embraces modernity
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in its most radical forms, and acknowledges its contingencies, without
sacrificing the very purpose of Western philosophy—namely to try out
explanations of who we are and who we would like to be, as individuals,
as members of our communities.”®® Habermas has undertaken this radical
project, and while he acknowledges all different kinds of contingencies,
he has presented a utopian vision of who we—as individuals, as members
of communities, and as human beings—could be. He has continued to
believe that what we need are precisely such utopian images, for without
them nothing will change. It is they that facilitate the innovativeness of
social activism and allow us to effectively release the energy hidden in
social movements.®?

Rorty also believed that these utopian visions and redescriptions are
what we actually need. What we dispose of are metaphors and imaginings.
The conviction that these cannot be ignored is, in his opinion, in
accordance with “Habermas’s and Dewey’s claim that rationality is a
matter of finding agreement among human beings, rather than of finding
ideas which are adequate to reality.”’? The answer to the question of
what to do in order to make humans live in harmony not with nature but
with other humans who have different visions of who they are and who
they should be, to make them tolerate the different visions of their own
selves, remains problematic. Rorty claimed that society should be glued
together by the conviction that tolerance toward those who disagree with
the presently shared opinions of a culture is the best way to ensure that
our descendants know more truths than we do.”!

Tolerating the aforementioned metaphors and utopias is crucial,
according to Rorty, for “redescribing ourselves is the most important thing
we can do.”72 Creating them is accompanied with the hope that perhaps
one day they shall come true.”?> Of course, the utopias and hopes about
which Dewey, Habermas, and Rorty—or anyone else—write will always
seem controversial in the eyes of some.” But when advocating something
questionable, we can still say “[A]t present there is too little justification
for believing this, but a world may arise in which it seems just common
sense.””> And even though these redescriptions or, as Habermas has seen
them, social theories, are quite abstract, both are convinced that they can
make us more sensitive to the emerging ambiguities of life. They can open
our eyes to the dilemmas that we cannot avoid and for which we need to
be prepared.”® They can also help us to develop an attitude of greater
responsibility in an ever more demanding reality. Such great responsibility
is required by democracy, and thanks to it, as Dewey argued, we can see
a fuller sense of democracy.””
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Aims

he writing of this work was guided by the question, to what extent
are the philosophical standpoints of Richard Rorty and Jiirgen
Habermas—Ileading modern philosophers—convergent, and to what
extent are they divergent? They themselves have often pointed out the
general convergence of their work. My aim was to show that the supposed
differences between these two philosophers do not appear to be as big
as many believe them to be. Such an impression is of course justifiable,
for—as it has already been said above—both Rorty and Habermas misin-
terpret, or even overinterpret, each other’s arguments, and then come to
the wrong conclusions. They do so, however, only to a certain extent, and
only to a certain point. For, as was discussed in chapter3, due to their
ongoing dialogue, the gap between them grew ever smaller. The anal-
ysis in this chapter was possible after the selected threads, important
for demonstration of the basis on which their sociopolitical thought
rests, were presented. What was important in the preceding chapters
was not only presenting their stances but also preparing the grounds for
illuminating how convergent they are in their thought, for further reflec-
tion on the consequences of their sociopolitical thought, and especially
for answering the question about what kind of politics we need. Those
chapters also pointed to the possibility of recognizing in their thought
the foundations for developing a new understanding of the category of
freedom as responsibility.
In order to present the possible practical meaning for sociopolitical
thought of Rorty’s and Habermas’s thinking, this book has offered a

reconstruction of the visions of coexistence that they developed; these
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are visions that will allow us, as Habermas argued, to upkeep dignity in
community. Their proposals are certain projects presenting what would
happen if these visions were popularized. They are suggestions of a new
vocabulary that would allow us to describe reality via categories that are
much more appropriate in light of the aims we designate and the problems
we encounter.

At this point, using such expressions as “new vocabulary” or
“popularizing” should no longer be surprising, even though they may have
seemed so when they first appeared. Just in case, in this conclusion, which
covers all of the most important issues touched upon in this text, I will
stress once again the sense in which they have been used. At the very end,
I shall articulate the answer to Rorty’s question quoted in the introduction.

Validity Claims

Another dimension to the aforementioned question that guides this work
is whether, in light of Habermas’s thought being rooted in pragmatism,
we can say that his perspective is convergent with Rorty’s. Is Habermas
willing to ascribe to his vision of a community the same status Rorty
ascribes to his community of solidarity, that is, the status of a specific
project that is to come true once it is disseminated? Recapitulating the
considerations included in the above chapters, it is worth saying once
again, at the very end, that Habermas’s ideal communicative community is
to come true due to the effective dissemination of the idea of undistorted
communication and respect for the formal conditions on which it is to
rest, as well as by ongoing historical processes, in the course of which
communicative rationality, residing in communicative action, is “revealed.”
In other words, the process of its realization is influenced not only by
our engagement and actions but also by something quite commonplace:
that is, validity claims, strictly connected with communicative rationality
and constituting Habermas’s project. This conviction about the common
character of validity claims is what distinguishes him from Rorty.
Therefore, there is a difference between Rorty and Habermas: it
concerns universal validity claims. Habermas has continued to affirm
that his thought reconciles the fact that validity claims are a characteristic
element of our culture and language, and the fact that they have a universal
character, that they are something universal as a basic element of formal
and procedural properties of justification that—though they are not always
institutionalized—are present in all cultures.! Rorty could not accept
the universality of validity claims, to their transcending the borderlines
of the contexts in which they appear and to their universally serving as a
formal condition for communication and consensus. He believed that it
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is possible to do without universal validity claims, and he thought even
the idea of them causes more trouble than it is worth.?2 And it is plausible
to agree with Rorty in this respect. Habermas’s attempts to convince us
seem to be insufficient,

It looks like, however, that Habermas has also been aware of this fact.
At the end of Theory of Communicative Action, he states that it would
be necessary to come up with “the test case” advocating the theory of
rationality, thanks to which “the modern understanding of the world is
to ascertain its own universality.” Unfortunately, Habermas, as noted in
chapter 2, does not offer us such a “test case.” What he does is refer to the
works of Ernest Gellner and Robin Horton, and present us with a specific
perspective, within which communicative rationality emerges in the course
of Occidental rationalization and becomes the key to understanding other
forms of rationality. It is not enough, though, and therefore Habermas'’s
arguments are not convincing.4 It was not convincing for Rorty either, even
after the exchange of arguments being published in the volume Rorty and
His Critics. Still, as far as the conspicuous difference between himself and
Habermas was concerned, Rorty stated (as mentioned in chapter 3) that
it is not that significant. In other words, the issue of universal validity
claims divided Rorty and Habermas, but not to a considerable extent,
especially in light of the convergence of the elements of their sociopolitical
perspectives analyzed in this book.”

Formal Conditions

Despite the aforesaid difference, all the succeeding issues discussed here
have affirmed the main intuition that was present during the process of
writing this book. Accordingly, in seeking validation for the thesis that it
is plausible to talk of a convergence of philosophical perspectives in Rorty
and Habermas, it was also important to answer the question whether
we can assume that Habermas and Rorty propose a new vocabulary,
new rhetoric, and new idea of education aimed at constituting a society
in which its members, bound by solidarity, do not long for acontextual
and ahistorical truth. Such an intuition has been proven in the course
of the analysis of the texts in chapters 1 and 2. For Habermas, there is
no substantial, acontextual, and ahistorical truth that we ought to yearn
for. He has accepted Rorty’s critique of the realistic conceptions of truth
as correspondence, and he has adopted, after John Dewey, the idea of
truth as “warranted assertability.” Habermas, like Rorty, has tried to
erase the category of truth from its central place in our culture, and—as
he himself has written—has bidden farewell to philosophers” hopes for
reaching such a truth. He has not wanted to present any single truth,
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or any single worldview. He has wished to create a number of minor
truths, borrowing from other theories, and he has also tried to present a
perspective of his own.

Of course, we should also bear in mind what has been said above:
that is, that in Habermas’s theory, what is crucial is referring to the
common elements inherent in any Iinguistic communication. However,
these idealizing tenets of communicative action, in Habermas’s opinion,
cannot be considered ideal conditions by which ultimate understanding
shall be achieved. Therefore, Habermas has not presented us with any
concrete model of the life-form. He has concluded that we do not have
any prospects for such forms, and even if they could be realized, it would
happen only in the course of cooperative effort, marked by conflict.® In
other words, he has not proposed any particular form of coexistence; he
has claimed, however, that it is possible to point to a different approach
in which autonomy and dependence can be in concordance, without
renouncing differences as such. He has presented a formal and procedural
vision that, once accepted, will enable the particular forms of coexistence
to be formulated and discussed. Undoubtedly, he has prioritized certain
values, such as the idea of appropriate formal conditions, and in this very
respect his proposition is not neutral, but it is a minimum to which we
need to agree if we want to create space for any perspective to be presented.

However, as was argued in chapter 3, such a formal and procedural vision
is present also in Rorty’s perspective. Thus, it is hardly difficult to answer
the question whether it is the vision presented by Habermas or the vision
presented by Rorty that comprises the form of coexistence for which we
strive, consisting in, inter alia, not causing others to suffer. It is to be the
vision that emerges while analyzing both Rorty’s and Habermas’s thought.
That said, it is important to remember here that this form of coexistence,
if we can use such an expression in light of the above conclusions, is not
connected with any ultimate solutions as to how we should live but with
acknowledging certain formal and procedural conditions allowing us to
arrive at how we should live in given circumstances. Of course, the choice
of such a formal and procedural form is rooted in certain values, but, as it
has already been said, even our procedures are not free from such roots.
In other words, in the course of considerations included in the sections
“What Kind of Politics?” and “Toward Freedom as Responsibility” in
chapter 4, it has become apparent that we do not need to choose between
Rorty’s and Habermas’s visions, trying to decide which of them would
better contribute to the project of realizing liberal ideas and of not causing
others to suffer to a fuller extent. The perspectives of the tow are in this
respect convergent, and it seems that they can further form the basis for
developing the understanding of freedom as responsibility.
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Accordingly, it is impossible to actually agree with the stance that Rorty
advocated: that there is an inevitable existence of different axiological
and ideological systems, hoping to create a fragile agreement between
them as to the necessary foundations for the emergence of democratic
debate, and that Habermas’s approach can be characterized by certainty
that it is possible to work out such a common consensus as to the aims
chosen if certain conditions, the significance of which he stressed,
are satisfied. This is a quite inaccurate account in light of the analysis
presented in chapters 1 and 2, as Habermas can be said to be not certain
but hopeful; he has acknowledged, just as Rorty did, the differences
between axiological and ideological systems. Despite them, though, he has
hoped to accomplish a fragile agreement as to the principles of democratic
debate, though he has also hoped, just as Rorty did, that the agreement
will actually grow less and less fragile. What is more, it is not only the
pursuit of common consensus concerning our aims that is important—
an issue to which Rorty also pointed—but also the procedures in which
both philosophers see a hope for agreement. They offer to us procedures
that could aid us in solving ethical, social, and political problems, and
that could support our actions aimed at forming the common will. This
common will is likely to be formed if we turn toward the concept of
communicative rationality that is strictly connected with the necessity for
certain formal conditions for undistorted communication.

Arriving at a Consensus

On the basis of the above, we can say then that Rorty’s and Habermas'’s
perspectives do not seem as different as some critics claim, and that their
utopian projects are, to a great extent, convergent, When characterizing the
social projects of both Rorty and Habermas in such a way it is important
to bear in mind that they are not based upon any absolute truths. The
perspective present in communicative rationality is restricted to presenting
formal conditions for communication.” These conditions are necessary for
undistorted communication, based on free and unconstrained exchange
of arguments, to occur. A similar stance was shared by Rorty, who also
cared about the free exchange of arguments, and who also pointed to
the necessity of meeting certain conditions in order for it to occur. This
communication will be possible due to the emergence of appropriate
formal conditions, such as freedom of speech and equality of parties,
and it shall lead, in his opinion, to understanding, or—in other words—
arriving at a consensus, as Habermas would put it.

Rorty, however, also referred to a consensus. We can thus say that
arriving at a “consensus” in the course of dialogue is important not only
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for Habermas but also for Rorty. For example, it is clear that Rorty valued
such consensus building when he opposed those who treated certain
events as signs of the “bankruptcy” of any long-term efforts to reform
society. As presented in chapter 3, he claimed that in order to talk of such
efforts, we need to follow Dewey and Habermas and use such phrases as
“persuasion” or “consensus” so as to express our political aims. In Rorty’s
case, this aim is “global democracy” or a moment in politics when there
will be only one tradition, consisting in respecting equality, freedom, and
difference. In short, both of them care about the emergence of undistorted
communication and the space to challenge different views as free and open
encounters, for arriving at a consensus of a certain kind, though each
of them has given a slightly different framing. For Habermas the ideal
consists in common, argument-based agreement, while for Rorty common
acceptance would be more than enough, even though it would have to be,
in his opinion, rational, that is, a result of rational dialogue.8

However, at this point it is important to remember what has been said
in chapter 3, that is, that Habermas—unlike Rorty—has continued to
believe that in the course of the process of communication, accompanied
by us assuming a given attitude, a historical process of a particular kind
occurs: it consists in communicative action causing a release of rationality
inherent in it and, consequently, putting an end to the archaic core of
rationality. In other words, “the release of a potential for reason embedded
in communicative action” takes place.” It is in this reason that Habermas
has desired to discern the common conditions for communication; he
has offered a vision of communication based on formal conditions of
unconstrained intersubjectivity. He has continued to believe that these
structures of unconstrained intersubjectivity contain the conditions
necessary for our coercion-free understanding of each other. He has
stressed, however, that the theory that wishes to affirm universality,
the common character of these structures cannot originate from a
transcendental position, cannot transcend the reality of its own reasoning.
Its status is purely hypothetical: it has the status of a certain kind of
practical hypothesis even though it contains claims to universal validity.!0

Answering the Main Question

After extensive consideration, we shall now proceed to the very heart
of this book. Rorty and Habermas, when they presented their projects,
attempted at the same time to approach the problems of the past and the
present. Thus, they sought the answer to the question that is of critical
importance to us, the significance of which both of them acknowledged.
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It is the question that appeared at the very beginning of this volume,
voiced through Rorty’s words. What can we draw on “at times like that
of Auschwitz, when history is in upheaval and traditional institutions and
patterns of behaviour are collapsing”?!! What is the answer? Many wish
to draw on something that is beyond history and institutions, something
like the humanity we share, like solidarity. But are there any grounds for
drawing on these supposedly external sources?

According to Rorty, as presented in chapter 1, when models collapse,
there is nothing beyond culture that we can draw on for support. What
may serve us as a point of reference are our values and beliefs, and not
some one and only truth about the world or humanity. In light of the
above, Rorty advocated solidarity with the members of our community
as well as all those outside of it. He opposed causing others to suffer
and using violence. He preached tolerance for difference and respect
for equality for all. However, he became an advocate of all those values
not because they are right or true but because he was raised in a liberal
society, and because peace and respect for other human beings brings
more advantages to individuals and to the society within which they live.
Only then are individuals able to grow to a full extent, and the society
to utilize what the individuals contribute. And undoubtedly Habermas
would also agree to that view, as we can assume on the basis of chapter 2.
He also advocated the values of equality, freedom, and difference. Just
like Rorty, Habermas latter on has opposed the totalitarian visions of
order and the hopes for reaching the truth that would determine our
actions forever.

In short, there is no single truth that should accompany us and that
could become our sole point of reference. What we may refer to, and what
we rely on, are the values of our culture.!? Is there, however, anything that
could aid us in developing our social and political space so that the events
that happened in the past do not happen again? Both Habermas and
Rorty have answered in the affirmative. Still, Habermas has continued to
believe that, as discussed in chapter 2, it is possible to point to the forms
of coexistence in which autonomy and dependence can be compatible;
it is possible to preserve ones dignity in a community, and without
renouncing difference; and it is possible to reach some unity in diversity.
The form to which he and Rorty point is a society based upon coercion-
free communication.

One of the main intuitions that initiated this work is that Habermas
has sought for the possibilities of unity in cultural life. Living in a time
of the fear of regression, after the tragic experiences of the war, he tried
to find here and there the traces of reason “that binds without unnaming
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difference, that points out the common and the shared among strangers,
without depriving the other of otherness.”> However, here, the possible
unity is not connected with any substantial unity of reason. It is unity not
in the theoretical dimension but in the practical one. It is accomplished
in the course of communication—acknowledging this communication as
a means of solving problematic situations. It is accomplished each time
anew, alongside the changing circumstances and the advocating of formal
conditions such as freedom of speech and equality of the parties in a
dialogue, which are crucial for arriving at a consensus.!

Rorty also saw an opportunity for developing such a unity, as we saw
in chapters 1 and 3. He claimed that perhaps the time will come when
only one tradition will exist in politics and it will consist in respect for
equality, difference, and freedom. He believed that returning to such a
“Deweyan outlook might leave us in a better position to carry on whatever
conversation between nations,” and, articulating his thought in more
general terms, it would enable us to take a better position in dialogue with
other citizens.!> For that to occur, however, certain additional institutional
solutions need to be implemented. Thus, we need an appropriate kind
of politics. Habermas and Rorty agreed that it should consist in a
proceduralist policy of negotiation, based upon the institutionalization
of particular procedures and creating conditions for free communication.
Acting on the basis of these procedures may allow for successful coercion-
free agreement.!®

What to Do in Order for It Not to Happen Again?

In order to answer the question of what to do in order for what happened
in the past not to happen again, grasping at the same time what has
been discussed in this book, we can say—in accordance with Dewey’s,
Rorty’s, and Habermas’s thought—that concrete absolute truths should
be dethroned from their central place in our culture, and so should the
interests accompanying them. This step can be made in the name of the
value of freedom. Justification of such a step is purely practical. When
a certain truth becomes common, it can so happen that we will disagree
with it. When the secret service knocks at our door one night, perhaps
it will be that we are innocent. In both cases, our only rescue will consist
in the right to speak that it is this way, and not the other, that we have
been unjustly accused. Freedom of speech and the right of defense should
be at least as important as truth. This freedom and this right should be
praised and popularized, for we do not know when they will become
our only means of rescue, our only chance for communication or for
survival.
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Once we recognize the value of freedom of speech, we encounter new
possibilities of redescribing the world and creating new metaphors. While
using them, we ought to remember, however, that we will always rely on
our vocabularies, though sometimes transformed by the “experiences” we
gather, by certain “knowledge” we gain about “others.” Therefore, it is
important to add that we should be cautious, and when using our language
to describe the world surrounding us we should not become deaf to the
voices of others, not describe them in such a way that would part us from
understanding their point of view, which would make it impossible for us
to hear their call for help. We need to make sure that our nets made of
categories, notions, and values have loose enough meshes for those trapped
in them to be able to free themselves as soon as they begin to be tethered
or strangled. Only then will it be possible, in the case of an encounter, to
arrive at a consensus via linguistic communication, acknowledging the
equality of parties and respecting each other’s otherness.

It Will Be the Way We Decide

Given what we have written, we may ask, is it only a utopia? Is it likely
to ever cease being one? Today, the fear of utopia and utopian change is
common. Characterizing a thought as “utopian” is most often used to
depreciate its adherents. Moreover, many claim that utopias are of little
advantage. That common view, however, according to Judith Shklar, is
not a reason for abusing utopias. At the very end of her essay “What Is
the Use of Utopia?,” Shklar voiced her hope that perhaps they will once
again enlighten us.1” Hopefully, this is to be the result of studying the
thought of Dewey, Rorty, and Habermas, even though they do not create
utopias that would rest upon any absolute truths but rather point to the
necessity of certain formal and institutional conditions, giving each and
every individual a chance for growth while being part of a community.!8
What the existence of certain formal and institutional conditions
depends on to a great extent is accurately expressed in Jean-Paul Sartre’s
words quoted by Rorty in Consequences of Pragmatism: “In reality, things
will be as man has decided they are.”?

It is to a great extent up to us whether the sociopolitical perspectives
of Rorty and Habermas can come true. It depends on the conditions for
undistorted communication and on our treating our partners in dialogue
as equals, and allowing them to exercise their freedom of speech. For,
regardless of whether each instance of linguistic communication contains
universal validity claims (as Habermas has continued to believe) or does
not (as Rorty believed), undistorted communication shall not occur if
“discussion” begins with depreciating one of the parties, if the partners in
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dialogue are considered as persons of a worse category. In other words, it
is the popularization of Dewey’s, Habermas’, and Rorty’s perspectives that
determines the emergence of a world in which the Orwellian boot shall
not stomp on a human face forever. And when I speak of popularization,
I mean the dissemination of those elements of their philosophies that
are connected with pointing to the need of existence of conditions for
undistorted communication based upon such values as equality of
parties in dialogue and based on freedom. This freedom is an element
crucial for constituting a liberal society. It is, according to the philosophet’s
perspective, “specified.” It is linked with the necessity of following formal
rules.2 It is respecting rules responsibly that supports individual growth
and social progress. Respecting this rules and acting in a responsible
way in accordance with this rules will lead to individual growth and
social progress. In other words, individual growth and social progress
depend on responsibility for our actions and the consequences that they
lead to, on whether they will not restrict the freedom of others.?! In this
perspective, freedom is perceived as a category referring to the individual
and to the community, both of which should be supported and respected
in the name of common and individual good. Such a perspective opens up
the possibility of developing a new understanding of freedom: “freedom
as responsibility.”??

It is up to each member of our society to decide whether it is language,
and not violence, that is to become our means of communication, whether
in a discussion we will treat our partners as our equals and whether we
will give them a chance to speak, freely and without constraint.?? This is
why at the very beginning of this work I wrote that the philosophers in
question create visions of a better future, hoping that these visions will
be disseminated.?* Perhaps one day the idea of the “Great Community”
of the “ideal liberal society” or of the “ideal communicative community”
will become ever more common.?® It could help us in dealing with many
of the concrete problems of today. Undoubtedly, this will not happen
without our help.2¢
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brook, Democratic Hope, 141.
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2002).
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of the twentieth century, see J. Lukdcs, A Short History of the Twentieth Century
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1945 (London: Vintage Books, 2010).
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The MIT Press, 1997), 51.

267. Rorty, “Notion of Rationality,” 85.

268. Rorty, Objectivity, 220.
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tieth century, critically examine the views of many contemporary skeptics and
consider the potential for progressive social change. See, for example, G. Teeple, Glo-
balization and the Decline of Social Reform: Into the Twenty-First Century (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2000).

270. Rorty, Objectivity, 220. Such citations prove that claims that Rorty and
Habermas represent “totally different conceptions” on the role and function of lan-
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“Beyond Justification: Habermas, Rorty and the Politics of Cultural Change,’
Theory, Culture and Society 31, no. 6 (2014): 103—123.
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losopher Responds to His Critics, ed. H. J. Saatkamp (Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt
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273. See Rorty, “Notion of Rationality,” 85.
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Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” 81.
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comprehensiveness or correctness of formulated symbolic expressions. In order
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transcendental deduction; it is enough to follow a reliable procedure based upon
testing of reconstructional hypotheses. The validity of each of the claims can be
intersubjectively tested by referring to one’s “reasons.”
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290.]. Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, 2:174—175. We owe new forms
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1. Pragmatism, in other words, does more than just “signal . . . an attitude, an
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ifornia Law Review 63 (1990): 1670.
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a clear affinity between the way Dewey’s Democracy and Education links human
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Intelligence (Chicago: Open Court, 1995), 169.
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16. For more on this subject, see P. Kitcher, “Pragmatism and Progress,” Trans-
actions of the Charles S. Peirce Society 51, no. 4 (Winter 2015): 475—494. See also,
R.]. Bernstein, “American Pragmatism: The Conflict of Narratives,” in Rorty and
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ville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 1995), 54—67.
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community of inquiry.” See Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 119.
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19. See Rorty, Essays on Heidegger and Others, 18.

20. Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 119.
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22. Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 118.
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in Saatkamp, Rorty and Pragmatism, 83—101.

27. R. Rorty, “Is It Desirable to Love Truth?,” in Truth, Politics, and “Post-Mod-
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Westbrook, Democratic Hope, 163.
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40. Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, 70.

41. See J. P. Sartre, Existentialism Is a Humanism (New Haven, CT: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2007), 36.
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justify in a rational way the superiority of liberal societies over totalitarian ones
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neutral grounds of some sort. Such a conclusion would require the concept of
“rationality” understood as a set of ahistorical rules, an idea that the pragmatists
reject; see Rorty, Objectivity, 42.

43. Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, 364—365.

44. Rorty, Essays on Heidegger and Others, 25. He argued that theoretical reflec-
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suspected we were: in the midst of a struggle for power between those who cur-
rently possess it [...] and those who are starving or terrorized because they lack
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printed on 2/12/2023 4:09 PMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Notes 255

47. Rorty, Contingency, 57.

48. Rorty,“Wistep do polskiego wydania esejéw Stanleya Fisha” [Introduction to
the Polish edition of Stanley Fish's essays], in Stanley Fish: Interpretacja, retoryka,
polityka: Eseje wybrane [Stanley Fish: Interpretation, rhetoric, politics: Selected
essays], trans. and ed. A. Szahaj (Krakéw, Poland: Universitas, 2002), 12.
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Controversy and Communicative Ethics,” in Universalism vs. Communitarianism:
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73. That hope was already present in the works of Whitman and Dewey. As
Rorty wrote, “Whitman and Dewey tried to substitute hope for knowledge. They
wanted to put shared utopian dreams—dreams of an ideally decent and civilized
society—in the place of knowledge of God’s Will, Moral Law, the Laws of History,
or the Facts of Science.” See Rorty, Achieving Our Country, 106—-107.

74. Dewey’s and Rorty’s philosophies can be even called “philosophies of hope.”
See C. Koopman, “Pragmatism as a Philosophy of Hope: Emerson, James, Dewey,
Rorty,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy—New Series 20, no. 2 (2006): 106—116.

75. See Rorty, “On Moral Obligation,” 50.
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Public Sphere (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, Cambridge 1991), 141-151.
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Notes to the Conclusion

1. J. Habermas, “Rorty’s pragmatische Wende,” in J. Habermas, Warbeit und
Rechtferigung (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1999), 258.

2. Rorty said, “We can work toward intersubjective agreement without being
lured by the promise of universal validity.”” See R. Rorty, Philosophy as Cultural
Politics, vol. 4, Philosophy as Cultural Politics: Philosophical Papers IV (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 85.

3.J. Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, vol. 2, Lifeworld and
System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason, transl. T. McCarthy (Boston: Beacon
Press, 1987), 400.

4. For a critique of universality in the theory of communicative action, see also
J. McCumber, Philosophy as Freedom: Derrida, Rorty, Habermas, Foucault (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 91-96. On what to do with these troubling
claims about universality, see McCumber, Philosophy as Freedom, 105-108. For
more on communicative ethics and the controversies surrounding it, see also S.
Benhabib and F. Dallmayr, eds., Communicative Ethics Controversy (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1990).

5. To sum up in Rorty’s own words, “As I see it, the only serious or interesting
disagreement between Habermas and myself is about whether you need notions
like ‘unconditionality’ and ‘universal validity’ in order to justify social democratic
institutions.” R. Rorty, “Response to Richard Shusterman,” in Richard Rorty: Critical
Dialogues, ed. M. Festenstein and S. Thompson (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001), 153.
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Postmetaphysical Thinking, trans. W. M. Hohengarten (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
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Interviews with Jiirgen Habermas, ed. P. Dews (London: Verso, 1992), 180.
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blank screen of a value-neutral reality, but rather perspectival ways of experiencing
the world as such.” See P. Dews, Habermas: A Critical Reader (Oxford: Blackwell
Publishers, 1999), 21.

11. R. Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 198), 189.

12. This is the difficulty, this is the “tragedy,” as Bert van den Brink would say,
which liberalism must face. See Bert van den Brink, The Tragedy of Liberalism,
An Alternative Defense of a Political Tradition (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 2000).

13. J. Habermas, “What Theories Can Accomplish—and What They Can't,” in
The Past as Future (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 120.

14. It is also important to mention one more time that Habermas would like to
find certain common elements in the process of arriving at a consensus. He has
tried to point to the validity claims accompanying our expressions in communica-
tive action as having universal character. However, as has been said in chapter 2,
the arguments he has given us are not convincing.

15. R. Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth: Philosophical Papers I (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 201.

16. In light of those procedures, Habermas has mentioned Rorty’s convergence
with his own thought. On the discursively structured public sphere as a require-
ment for democracy, see J. Habermas, “Postscript—Reflections on Pragmatism,” in
Habermas and Pragmatism, ed. M. Aboulafia, M. Orbach Bookman, and C. Kemp
(London: Routledge, 2002), 228.

17. J. Shklar, “What Is the Use of Utopia?,” in Political Theory and Political
Thinkers, ed. S. Hoffmann (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 190.

18. In “Postscript—Reflections on Pragmatism,” Habermas has additionally
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the very purpose of Western philosophy—namely to try out explanations of who
we are and who we would like to be, as individuals, as members of our communi-
ties.” See Habermas, “Postscript—Reflections on Pragmatism,” 229. On that issue,
see also W. Rehg, Insight and Solidarity: The Discourse Ethics of Jirgen Habermas
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994).

19.J. P. Sartre, UExistentialisme est un humanisme (Paris Nagel, 1946), 53—54.

20. It is worth adding that Habermas has said that “moral rules are fragile con-
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externalization, and can only by stabilized within the network of undamaged
relations of mutual recognition.”J. Habermas, The Future of Human Nature (Cam-
bridge: Polity Press, 2003), 33—34.

21. In The Future of Human Nature, Habermas has recognized that this is a very
difficult task. He said,“The programmed person, being no longer certain about the
contingency of the natural roots of her life, may feel the lack of mental precondi-
tion for coping with the moral expectation to take, even if only in retrospect, the
sole responsibility for her own life.” See Habermas, Future of Human Nature, 81.
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losophy is concerned, see C. J. Voparil, “Taking Other Human Beings Seriously:
Rorty’s Ethics of Choice and Responsibility,” Contemporary Pragmatism 11 (2014):
83—102; C. Voparil, “Contingency and Responsibility in Rorty’s Ethics,” Iride:
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of Responsibility,” in A Companion to Rorty, ed. A. Malachowski (Hoboken, NJ:
Wiley-Blackwell, 2020), 490-504.
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modern problems of corporate management; see W. R. Caspary, Dewey on Democ-
racy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); M. Kilanowski, “Deep Capture:
The Hidden Role of Rationalizations, Psychology and Corporate Law, and What
Philosophy Can Do about It,” in Philosophy in the Time of Economic Crisis, Pragma-
tism, and Economy, ed. K. W. Stikker and K. P. Skowroriski (New York: Routledge,
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role of mass media in the United States; see S. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy:
Jiirgen Habermas and the Politics of Discourse (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1996); J. Braaten, Habermas’s Critical Theory of Society (Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1991). See also other examples in W. Rehg and J. Bohman,
eds., Deliberative Democracy: Essays on Reason and Politics (Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press, 1997).

24. In Rorty’s view, people need alternatives, and they have no interest in get-
ting rid of the present view until they are offered details about the new alternative.
See R. Rorty, Achieving Our Country (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1998), 104.

25. On how this idea influenced the narrative about the responsible society
during the Clinton presidency, see A. Rayan, John Dewey and the High Tide of
American Liberalism (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), 358. On the influence of
pragmatic ideas on the politics of hope of President Obama, see J. T. Kloppenberg,
Reading Obama: Dreams, Hope and the American Political Tradition (Princeton, NJ:
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Princeton University Press, 2011). For more on the ideas of the Great Society and
Great Community and possibilities to achieve them today, see also M. J. Sandel,
Public Philosophy: Essays on Morality in Politics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 2005), 194.

26. Habermas and Rorty also tried to help by dealing with concrete issues
themselves. See Rorty, Achieving Our Country; J. Habermas, The Crisis of the Euro-
pean Union: A Response, trans. Ciaran Cronin (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012);
Habermas, Future of Human Nature; ]. Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other: Studies
in Political Theory, ed. Ciaran Cronin and Pablo de Greiff (Cambridge, MA: The
MIT Press, 1996); J. Habermas et al., An Awareness of What Is Missing: Faith and
Reason in a Post-Secular Age (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011); G. Borradori, Philos-
ophy in the Times of Terror: Dialogues with Jiirgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
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PHILOSOPHY / COMMUNICATION

The Rory=-Habermias debate has been wntten on widely, but a full oreatment of
its importance had to wait until now, We have some historical distance from this
exchange, which extended over three decades, and which rouches upon the central
concerns of numierous ficlds of sudy and of social organization. From law, w polines,
to philosophy and communication theory, and including the basics of action, these
o towenng higures compare their forms of pragmatism. Marcin Kilanowski sets
the debate i is histoncal and muliilayered contexi, companng il with cnlicism
and commentary from his own viewpoint and from that of other important thinkers
who observed and participated in the famous exchange. This book not only provides
background in the history of philosophy for a general reader but also will be usciul
1o those who need an abbreviated naranve and compendium of relevant sources
for their own thinking and research, Kilanowski shows the points of convergence
between Rorty and Habermas, and also examines the meaning of the outcome of
their long exchange. Does the result get us any closer to a viable idea of freedom™ OF
responsibility”? The book suggests some answers to these and other related questions,

“"Kilanowski offers thorough introductions o Rorty and Habermas, accessible o
scholars working outside philosophy. He then fully dispels the batling caricatures
that have arisen, establishing roots and commonalities especially deriving from
Dewey's philosophical pragmatism, Thizs book will B¢ an enormious semvice o
students and scholars who hope to lcam from these philosophers without being
specialists themselves, or even without being philesophers at all.”

— David Estlund, Brown University
Marcin Kilanowski is Professor of Law at Nicolaus Copemicus University in Poland.

A volume in the SUNY scrics in American Philosophy and Cultural Thought
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