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I. Politics and Philosophy 

 

Modern political mass democracies are not perfect at all. 

We can claim lots of their negative features (from the 

decline of the Spenglerian culture into civilization; 

through the revolt of the masses described by Ortega; to 

the culture industry of Adorno and to the critique of the 

existing social order by Foucault and more), but it would 

be difficult to deny some of their extremely important 

positive features. First, these kinds of mass democracies 

decreased so much suffering and pain caused by nature 

and society that it compensates for the remained old 

and new social constrains. Second, the Western-type 

political democracy is the best socio-economic 

formation, because there is not any other one working, 

functioning in practice in a better way nowadays. Finally, 

it is the best one, because it involves also the 

possibilities of its own development, which means that it 

can be even better in the future. 

 

On the basis of his historical experiences and theoretical 

considerations, Rorty was a believer of Western 

democracies. According to Rorty, history is also 

contingent (beside language, self and community, etc.), 

and the change of vocabularies (quasi Wittgensteinian 

„language-games”) cannot be taken as a result of human 

will or argumentation. Human being as a finite and 

radically timely and historical being rather loses and 

acquires the habit of using some vocabularies. 

 

The same happens also in politics, since it is already clear 

for the supporters and representatives of western 

democracies that ideological and political vocabularies 

change from time to time. If we would like to maintain 

democracy, according to Rorty we have to insist on 

certain principles and institutions built on these 

principles, at least up to a historical experiment. 

However, it is not a lucky choice to choose or build these 

main political principles from moral values and basic 

moral principles because of two reasons. On the one 

hand, these values will break down in the first, serious 

social crisis. On the other hand, there is a theoretically 

unbridgeable gap between the generality of moral 

values, principles and the individual situations of 

concrete decisions, actions, and it always makes it 

difficult to apply these values and principles. (As it is 

well-known, Aristotle has already seen this problem in 

the field of morality and tried to solve it with the help of 

phronesis.) That is why it is much better to build 

democracy on such procedural rules and structures, 

institutions of power empirically accepted by the 

majority of people, which practically have already been 

proved as good and functioning ones. These procedures, 

structures and institutions will always be filled up with 

concrete political, ideological content by actual 

participants of the political, ideological arena. 

 

It follows from this that Rorty held that with democracy 

identified justice and freedom are more important in 

society than some kind of philosophical truth. He claimed 

the priority of democracy not only to the metaphysical 

type of fundational philosophy but also to his own, self-

creating philosophy, in other words to every philosophy. 

His imagination regarding liberal utopia was an always 

changing, developing Freedom: 

 

A historicist and nominalist culture of the sort I 

envisage would settle instead for narratives 

which connect the present with the past, on the 

one hand, and with utopian futures, on the 

other. More important, it would regard the 

realization of utopias, and the envisaging of still 

further utopias, as an endless process - an 

endless, proliferating realization of Freedom, 

rather than a convergence toward an already 

existing Truth. (CIS xvi) 
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It is worth emphasizing here that the first paper 

(„Cultural Politics and the Question of the Existence of 

God”) of Rorty’s posthumus volume of his „Philosophical 

Papers”, which has almost the same title as the volume 

itself, „Philosophy As Cultural Politics” also strengthens 

his above mentioned views. Let us think over this title: 

Philosophy As Cultural Politics! Rorty shows already with 

his title that politics is the most important thing for him 

in the public sphere. It is, because he handles every 

philosophy as a special type of politics. With this 

standpoint („philosophy as cultural politics”) Rorty not 

only draws the consequences of the latest development 

of European philosophy (early Heideggerian 

phenomenology, Gadamerian hermeneutics, late 

Wittgensteinian and Derridian approach, etc.). He not 

only makes philosophy a kind of politics, he not only 

emphasizes that every human feature is a social 

construction, but he makes philosophy and politics 

connected directly to morality. The social wellfare and 

democracy, that is the social good will be namely the 

highest moral good, the main goal of philosophy 

understood as cultural politics in this way in the public 

sphere! 

 

This is the reason, why Rorty supports liberal democracy, 

as a society where philosophy can really become cultural 

politics. He saw this type of society – contrary to a 

conservative society – as an open society: open for the 

challenges, open for the changes, open for the future. 

This is a society which includes even the possibilities of 

its own future development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

II. Democracy 

 

As a pragmatist, Rorty claims that our life is first of all 

practice, even theory belongs to practice, and our main 

aim is to improve our life. To make our life continuously 

better means on the social level that we have to 

promote building democracy. The importance of politics 

in Rorty’s ouvre is out of question. Although it became 

important for him gradually, he clearly saw from 

publishing his book, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity 

(1989) on that politics is more important than not only 

philosophy but even science.  

 

The late Rorty have seen Dewey as his philosophical 

hero. He called him one of the most important thinkers 

of the twentieth century beside Wittgenstein and 

Heidegger already in the Philosophy and the Mirror of 

Nature (cf. PMN 5.). We can mention three dimensions 

where Dewey’s ideas have especially influenced Rorty’s 

thinking: the question of truth, the concept of 

philosophy and the theory and practice of democracy. 

Let us focus here exclusively on democracy and, as a kind 

of introduction, allude to some ideas of János Boros’ 

paper, „Dewey and Rorty”:   

 

To maintain and develop democracy, this is the 

best and noblest task for today intellectuals and 

philosophers. Dewey and Rorty agree that 

philosophers should turn their attention toward 

the questions of a just society. Rorty accepts and 

develops the idea of Dewey, that with the 

constitution of the United States of America a 

new epoch in human history began, or more 

precisely, the history of mankind restarted. The 

first modern democracy was founded, in which 

human beings are recognized as equals in law 

and they receive the same respect and the same 

possibilities to develop their own life. The 

constitution guarantees, that no tyrants can take 

over the political power, that the elections are 

free, that presidents cannot be longer on the top 

of the administration as two terms. Dewey 

discovers, and Rorty applauds, that democracy is 

the form of government, which correspond the 

best to human nature. Democracy is not only a 

political structure, but „it is primarily a mode of 
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associated living, of conjoint communicated 

experience”. Rorty argues that although there is 

no foundation for democracy, democracy is the 

common search for justice. In searching justice 

we can have, what we cannot have in searching 

truth: agreement, where we can be sure, that we 

have agreement. It is difficult to reach truth, and 

to know, that we reached it. But we can realize 

when we have justice. The task of intellectuals 

should be to work on justice in the 

constitutionally just society.1 

 

Every social phenomena is connected to the centrally 

positioned democracy both in Dewey’s and Rorty’s 

philosophy. Nevertheless, we have to emphasize that 

Dewey has represented the deliberative but Rorty the 

competitive interpretation of democracy. According to 

this distinction, which originates from Richard Posner’s 

book, Law, Pragmatism and Democracy,2 the strongly 

theoretical and moral deliberative approach emphasizes 

first of all the will of the people and the personal rights 

of the citizens to participation in the political life. These 

rights come together of course with the obligation of 

active participation in the political life (orientation in 

political questions, taking part in political discussions and 

making decisions in politcal questions after 

thoroughgoing deliberations, etc.), which is the 

realization of the so called positive freedom. The 

competitive model, on the contrary, is oriented on the 

practical life and emphasizes rather the institutional side 

of democracy. This approach does not expect the 

acceptance of politics’ priority and the active 

participation in the public life from the citizens, and 

accepts that citizens make their political decisions with 

taking into account also their special interests. The 

competitive model of democracy corresponds rather to 

the existing representative democracy and prefers the 

                                                 
1 Boros János: „Dewey and Rorty”. In: Pragmatism 

Today, Vol. 1. Issue 1. p. 6.  

http://www.pragmatismtoday.eu/summer2010/Boros-

Dewey_and_Rorty.pdf. 
2 Richard Posner: Law, Pragmatism and Democracy. 

Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003. 

negative freedom of citizens to their positive freedom. 

This model allows great space for realization of personal 

life plans, and does not regard it as an anti-democratic 

attitude if somebody does not want to deal with politics 

at all. Beside all of this, the competitive democracy still 

keeps the political changes within the checked frames by 

the help of the political parties which control each other 

and by the legal system which restrains abuses. Rorty’s 

conception of democracy stands closer to the 

competitive model, prefered also by Posner, both 

according to his texts and according to these texts’ 

contents, and it takes the wind out of his critics sails, 

because they called Rorty to account for such 

expectations, to which Rorty did not want to come up at 

all.3 In the background of Rorty’s choice can be found a 

logical consideration that it is really difficult to build a 

true democracy without democrats, but it is still worth 

starting the social change at some point. The chicken-

and-egg paradox is namely a fictitious one! It may 

indeed appeare that it is impossible to build democratic 

institutions without democrats, and democratic 

personalities cannot be created without democratic 

institutions. Although the birth of a socially considerable 

population of democratic personalities is a historically 

long and slow process, full of obstacles and regressions, 

and it is mostly a result of individual happenings and 

developments, some democratic statesmen can create a 

more or less democratic system of institutions within a 

historically much shorter period of time if they have the 

proper political power. Naturally, the first institutions of 

a new social formation are not identical with the latter, 

developed institutions of the same formation (e.g. think 

of the difference between the institutions of the early 

                                                 
3 Pápay György argues for such an interpretation of 

Rorty’s political thinking in his excellent article. (Pápay 

György: „Demokrácia illúziók nélkül”. In: Filozófia a 

globalizáció árnyékában: Richard Rorty. Ed.: Nyírő 

Miklós. Budapest: L’Harmattan Kiadó-Magyar Filozófiai 

Társaság, 2010, 94-109.) 
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and the present capitalism). However, the creation and 

maintenance of a democratic system of institutions as 

long as possible, means always a step forward in 

connection with experiencing the democratic form of 

living, with building-up the necessary democratic 

abilities, and in this way with evolving the new 

democratic personalities. 

 

After all of these introductory sentences, it is worth 

collecting Rorty’s philosophical presumptions and the 

most important general characteristics of his liberal 

utopia, in order to get a comprehensive picture about his 

conception of democracy. We will see that these 

characteristics are going to prove also his commitment 

on the side of the competitive model. If we look at 

Rorty’s philosophical premises regarding democracy, we 

can enumerate minimum four:  

 

1. On the one hand, it is obvious for Rorty that 

pragmatists have to replace „Greek and Kantian dualisms 

between permanent structure and transitory content 

with the distinction between the past and the future”. 

(PSH 31.) 

 

2. On the other hand, Rorty does not accept any kind of 

non-human authority. The only authority which is 

accepted by Rorty is the human consensus. (Cf. RC xi.) 

The human consensus, to be created, is essentially the 

new solidarity, which is a purpose to be achieved, and its 

objectivity will be given by intersubjective agreements. 

 

3. Rorty’s third basic thought in connection with 

democracy is that democracy cannot exist in the long run 

without economic and social welfare. (Cf. CIS 84, TP 

175.) Democracy behaves like philosophy: people are 

interested in it only after satisfying their needs. It is 

possible to create a democracy on a social level and for a 

long time if the basic human needs are safely satisfied. 

(Already Aristotle has seen this regarding philosophy.) 

What is more, we can draw a valid conclusion in the 

opposite direction, too! If an economic crisis breaks out, 

or the welfare society gets in danger from any kind of 

reason, democracy is also in danger. People give up 

namely very easily their high-pitched values, principles, 

and many of them can even fall back into the level of 

animals regarding their relations to each other. (Think of 

the pilferages done by lots of people after different 

natural catastrophes – hurricane Katrina, earthquake in 

Haiti, tsunamis, etc.!) 

 

4. Finally, it is also clear, that lots of things are 

contingent for Rorty, but – if there are exceptions – 

democracy can be regarded as one of them. Although 

the realization of his liberal democratic utopia is 

contingent, its importance was always out of question. 

This importance has got clearer and cleare after his 

pragmatic turn, that is for the late Rorty.  

 

If we focus after these philosophical premises on the 

main characteristics of the Rortyan liberal democracy 

described as a utopia, then we can see that Rorty, as a 

consequent pragmatist, uses the relations of past and 

future also regarding society. We can mention at least 

five characteristics, which all differ significantly from the 

characteristics of our present democracies: 

 

1. The present mass democracies – Rorty’s liberal 

democracy: Rorty does not identify his utopian liberal 

democracy with any of the existing plural mass 

democracies. In his opinion, it is a society of the future, 

this possible liberal democracy which is to be created. 

Looking at the question from a historical perspective, we 

can say, that the autarchical and static pre-capitalist 

societies were replaced by the dynamic capitalist society 
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featured by expanded reproduction, and in the second 

half of the 20th century the plural, welfare democracies 

were born in many western countries. From these 

western democracies the most developed social 

formations became information societies for the turn of 

the century, for the beginning of the 21st century. 

However, the economic crisis of 2009-2010 has also 

showed that there are more historical possibilities in 

front of mankind, and one of them can be Rorty’s liberal 

democracy in the future. Rorty has described this society 

always as a society of hope and he has always 

interpreted and characterized it in the relationship to 

the present, existing democracies. 

 

Rorty had imagined his future democracy on the basis of 

a high level and general welfare and according to liberal 

principles. The members and the representatives of 

liberal democracy, which members will be mostly liberal 

ironists, have already understood the contingency of the 

main columns of our social existence (language, self, 

community), and, on the one hand, they handle 

separately the public and the private spheres of society. 

Plus, on the other hand, they strive to create the newer 

and newer, proliferating forms of Freedom. It follows 

from this, that this libeal utopia would be, according to 

Rorty, a society in which irony means contingency, which 

is the acceptance of the accidental character of the 

world’s happenings. Contingency, understood in this 

way, is not a negative characteristic, but, on the 

contrary, contingency has a positive meaning and 

importance. It would namely assure for us a greater 

possibility of activity and freedom, which opened a 

gateway also to the creation of the new type of 

solidarity.4 

                                                 
4 Contingency means for Rorty „only” the lack of the 

Absolutum, the necessity of chance, and therefore the 

human changeability of our world and institutions, plus 

the recognition all of this. Contingency does not mean 

2. Traditional solidarity – Rorty’s new solidarity: Rorty 

has replaced the traditional solidarity, understood 

essentially as sympathy and based on pre-given, 

unchangable human nature, with the new solidarity, 

which is a social aim to be achieved. It means, that this 

type of solidarity still does not exist, but we have to 

create it, in forms of intersubjective agreements, and its 

essence is to increase “our sensitivity to the particular 

details of the pain and humiliation of other, unfamiliar 

sorts of people” (CIS xvi.). This new solidarity, as the 

permanent expansion of our community, gives also the 

essence of moral progress for Rorty. 

 

3. Private-public disruption’s present fact – its conscious 

realization in the future: Rorty has sketched the private-

public distinction in harmony with the refutation of the 

pre-given human nature and with the preference of the 

negative freedom.5 The private-public disruption exists 

already in the present societies, democracies, but Rorty 

votes for its more conscious future realization because 

of two reasons: it would be desirable to defend more the 

private sphere of the individuals and their life-world, 

which is in danger already today, against the „system,” 

as Habermas calls it, plus because of the realization of 

the liberal principle, „everything is permissible, that does 

not harm others”. Our philosopher sees it well, that 

theoretically it is impossible to reconcile the private and 

the public vocabularies, but their practical, peaceful 

coexistence is realizable very much. (CIS xiv.) Such a 

relative separation of the private sphere assures a much 

                                                                       
for Rorty a sceptic behaviour toward our actual value-

order, institutions, or such a permanent scepticism 

which leads to quietism. 
5 Rorty knows well the fuzziness of this distinction, but 

he regards it as good enough for distinguishing between 

the responsibility toward others and ourselves. (Cf. 

Krémer Sándor: „A filozófia mint kulturális politika”. In: 

Filozófia a globalizáció árnyékában: Richard Rorty. Ed.: 

Nyírő Miklós. Budapest: L’Harmattan Kiadó-Magyar 

Filozófiai Társaság, 2010, 112.)   
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bigger freedom and space for the individual life plans on 

the international or global level, too. If we want to 

illustrate the future proliferating diversity of human 

freedom, one of the best examples would be perhaps 

the almost intransparent and global system of the 

cultural and scientific connections in our world. An 

important scientific exploration or conference was an 

outstanding event one hundred years ago, but today we 

can experience very important explorations every day in 

lots of different sciences, and hundreds of conferences, 

exhibitions, cultural events are organized on a daily basis 

in the mostly developed regions of the world. In the 

future this will be the case everywhere and in every field 

of our social life, not only in the field of sciences and 

culture. It also shows that the main question for 

mankind is no more the production of goods which 

satisfy the basic human needs, but the really serious 

question is the just distribution and redistribution of the 

social goods. However, it is not a philosophical, nor a 

scientific, but it is first of all a political question.6 

 

4. Traditional justice based on metaphysics – justice as 

larger loyalty: The former paragraph has showed us the 

main reason for emphasizing social justice, for creation 

of a more just society. Rorty votes here for John Rawls’ 

solution, on the one hand, and interprets justice in a 

new way. The new meaning of justice is understood as 

larger loyalty to a larger community, and Rorty does not 

want to give any kind of foundation, especially not a 

metaphysical foundation of justice.7 

 

                                                 
6 I have written more about the question in my other 

article, „Philosophy as Cultural Politics. Richard Rorty’s 

Political Philosophy” (In: Pragmatist Perspectives. Acta 

Philosophica Fennica. Ed. by Sami Pihlström and Henrik 

Rydenfelt, Vol. 86, 2009. p. 69-81.). 
7 More about the question in my other article, 

„Philosophy as Cultural Politics. Richard Rorty’s Political 

Philosophy.”  (Ibid.) 

5. Traditional rationality – Rorty’s new concept or 

rationality: Accepting Michael Walzer’s distinction 

between thick and thin morality, Rorty creates a new 

meaning of rationality. Rationality does not mean for 

him any more a relation to some ultimate principles, but 

„only” such kind of activity, which is called by Walzer 

„thinning-our process,” and which can lead us to an 

overlapping consensus in a lucky situation.8 

 

Democracy has meant first of all human freedom and 

social justice for Rorty. Both the idea of freedom and 

social justice were supported by him also at the end of 

the 20th century, in his book, Achieving Our Country, 

what can be regarded as his political testament. (Cf. AOC 

45.) In this book (1998) Rorty analyzes the history of the 

American Left. He has distinguished the traditional, 

reformist Left from the new, cultural or academic Left. It 

is true that he has acknowledged the latter’s results (e. 

g. the „closure” of the Vietnam War), but he has 

considered a really progressive social and political 

movement, regarding the future of his country, the 

reformist Left, which was featured also by Dewey. We 

have to emphasize, that the social-democratic, reformist 

left-wingism is the organic part of Rorty’s liberalism. It is 

not a surprise of course, for it is well-known, that the 

American concept of „liberal” means almost the same as 

the „social-democrat” in Europe. In AOC we can also find 

a suggestion for the essential question of our epoch: 

how can a non-democratic society become a democratic 

one. In Rorty’s opinion, the solution for this acute 

problem is the common power of the interlocked top-

down and bottom-up social initiatives (contrary to the 

Marxist solution which prefers only the bottom-up 

initiatives), which reinforce each other. (Cf. AOC 53-54.)9 

                                                 
8 More about the question in my other article, 

„Philosophy as Cultural Politics. Richard Rorty’s Political 

Philosophy.” (Ibid.) 
9 Bujalos István offers a really detailed interpretation of 
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However, Rorty himself did not want to create a detailed 

political philosophy, for in his opinion it is not the 

philosopher’s task. In a liberal democracy it is much 

more the task of decent men and women, who “sit down 

around tables, argue things out and arrive at a 

reasonable consensus” (PSH 112.). It is not the 

philosopher’s task, for he creates theories on the most 

general level, contrary to the political scientists and 

politicians. There is a need in this field to harmonize 

more, different and independent interests, views, and it 

must not be done neither by philosophers, nor political 

scientists, but rather by politicians and by the people 

themselves.  

 

Beyond that, Rorty has claimed that the final and 

ultimate theoretical, philosophical foundation of politics 

and democracy is neither possible, nor necessary. It is not 

possible, because there is nothing like the natural order 

of things and reasons (cf. e. g. PSH 34. and 36.), and that 

is why argumentation, justification also does not have a 

natural, pre-given order. But it is also unnecessary to 

strive for giving a theoretical foundation of democracy, 

for there is not any consistent theoretical basis. If we 

give up namely the metaphysical idea of a pre-given, 

eternal and unchangeable big-hearted human nature 

created by God, then it becomes clear that in human 

beings not only the possibilities of the good, but also the 

possibilities of the bad are given. Do not think only of the 

idealized democracy of the ancient Athens or Plato’s, 

Morus’ utopian societies, or our own comfortable 

political mass democracies, but think also of the 

enormities of the WW I and WW II, that of the Holocaust 

                                                                       
AOC in his article, „Rorty a baloldaliságról”. (In: Filozófia 

a globalizáció árnyékában: Richard Rorty. (Ed.: Nyírő 

Miklós) Budapest: L’Harmattan – Magyar Filozófiai 

Társaság, 2010, 81-93.) 

 

and the Gulag camps in the 20th century! Democracy is 

only one of the historical possibilities of mankind, and 

there is not such an all-kind, eternal human nature from 

which it could be deducted with a logical necessity. 

According to the late Rorty, only our socio-historical 

experiences serve us as foundations for apprehending 

that untill now democracy is the best, functioning social 

formation. It means that democracy cannot and should 

not be based theoretically, only historically. However, 

our historical experiences offer us an adequate basis for 

the conclusion, that we can look at the utopia of the 

Rortyan liberal democracy as a social aim to be achieved 

and achievable, for which is worth practically striving.  

 

Anti−foundadonalist philosophy professors like 

myself do not think that philosophy is as 

important as Plato and Kant thought it. This is 

because we do not think that the moral world 

has a structure that can be discerned by 

philosophical reflection. We are historicists 

because we agree with Hegel's thesis that 

"philosophy is its time, held in thought". What 

Hegel meant, I take it, was that human social 

practices in general, and political institutions in 

particular, are the product of concrete historical 

situations, and that they have to be judged by 

reference to the needs created by those 

situations. There is no way to step outside of 

human history and look at things under the 

aspect of eternity. (…)   The moral of the 

anti−foundadonalist sermon I have been 

preaching to you is that for countries that have 

not undergone the secularization that was the 

most important effect of the European 

Enlightenment, or that are only now seeing the 

emergence of constitutional government, the 

history of Western philosophy is not a 

particularly profitable area of study. The history 

of the successes and failures of various social 

experiments in various countries is much more 

profitable. If we anti−foundadonalists are right, 

the attempt to place society on a philosophical 

foundation should be replaced by the attempt to 

learn from the historical record.10 

 

 

                                                 
10 Richard Rorty: “Democracy and Philosophy”. Kritika & 

Kontext 34 (May) 2007.  

(http://www.eurozine.com/pdf/2007-06-11-rorty-

en.pdf) p. 5. and 8.  
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Rorty claims – in harmony with Dewey – that 

philosophers have to create visions about the future of 

society and mankind. If he has been able to do it only on 

an etnocentric basis, Rorty has still dreamed, on the one 

hand, such a liberal democracy which would be an 

inclusivist society contrary to the old type of the 

exclusivist society, and it would create also a new type of 

solidarity. (Cf. RC 1-30.) On the other hand, Rorty calls 

his expected liberal democracy utopia. The reason for 

that is, in my opinion that contingency is valid even in 

connection with his utopia, but we cannot say that Rorty 

does not hold it his most important social aim or a 

relizable social goal. Although future is incalculable, but 

the necessity and importance of his liberal utopia is not 

contingent for Rorty, only its future realization. It is 

obvious that mankind can even destroy itself. Regarding 

our future, Rorty’s liberal democracy can be deemed 

only one of mankind’s possibilities. 
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