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ABSTRACT: The term post-truth is a recent coinage that 
designates an era of apparent decline in popular support 
for and confidence in the inferential norms that have 
contributed to the rise of modern science and, in some 
perspectives, liberal democracy. Recent theorists of post-
truth have suggested the pluralist falliblism of pragmatist 
epistemology as the appropriate response, while also 
advocating an emphasis on realism. Here, the tension 
between pluralism and realism is discussed in light of work 
on ontological parity in the thought of Justus Buchler and 
John Ryder. Buchler’s notion of ordinality offers a strategy 
for reconciling the authority of appeals to “the real world” 
with an epistemology that recognizes the potential for a 
plurality of legitimate conceptual schemes. The key epis-
temic norm shifts toward a socially institutionalized capa-
bility for learning, as developed in recent work by Rahel 
Jaeggi. However, although this approach offers powerful 
arguments against authoritarian use of post-truth, it cre-
ates a quandary when institutional reform calls for recog-
nition of voices that also appear to reject the legitimacy of 
science on the ground of alleged histories of oppression 
by scientific elites.  
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Introduction 
 

This paper reexamines some longstanding epistemic and 

ontological concerns of pragmatist philosophy in light of 

recent developments within academic philosophy and 

throughout Western culture. By pragmatism I mean the 

philosophical school inaugurated in the late 19th century 

by Charles Sanders Peirce and William James. I will not 

engage detailed questions about the defining characteris-

tics of this school, its history or lineage, though I will dis-

cuss recent developments that I take to be consistent with 

the intellectual tradition of pragmatist philosophy, broadly 

construed. By post-truth I indicate a vaguely defined polit-

ical and cultural phenomenon, rather than a specific philo-

sophical doctrine. In the post-truth era, significant 

numbers of people appear to act as if evidence is irrele-

vant to the formation of their opinions or to the evalua-

tion and revision of their cognitive commitments. It is a 

time in which polling reveals significant populations who 

continue to report agreement with false statements made 

in social media and by public figures.1  

As epistemic fallibilists, pragmatist philosophers must 

remain open to the possibility that future inquiry will 

demonstrate the truth of statements currently held to be 

false. I will presume, based on exhaustive argumentation 

in the pragmatist tradition, that this implies neither philo-

sophical skepticism nor an inability to judge the false 

statements indicative of post-truth phenomena as false. 

Re-engagement with past philosophical battles is not 

what interests me about post-truth phenomena. Rather, 

my focus is on the normative position that pragmatists 

should take in response to claims that contradict or deny 

truths, especially when more comprehensive issues of 

incompatibility between the experience base or cognitive 

commitments of speakers appears to be at stake. In 

particular, I will examine the potential of ontological 

parity as a framework for negotiating this problem. 

 

Post-Truth 
 

Lee McIntyre begins his analysis of post-truth by noting 

that the term was the 2016 word of the year for Oxford 

Dictionaries. He quotes their definition: “relating to or 

denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less 

influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to 

emotion and personal belief” (McIntyre 2018, 5). McIn-

tyre argues that that the Oxford Dictionaries definition is 

too broad to distinguish between the many historical 

instances in which public opinion has been swayed by 

                                                 
1 For example, despite widespread reporting on the effective-
ness of COVID-19 vaccines in the scientific literature, govern-
ment information sources and the mainstream media, Reno and 
coauthors (2021) report that vaccine hesitancy is correlated 
with frequent use of social media. Christenson and coauthors 
(2021) report that Republicans believe widely discredited claims 
about election fraud in the 2020 United States Presidential 
election. Gaps between public opinion and scientific literature 
on climate change persist (Dietz 2020). Campaigns on the safety 
of genetically engineered food crops and the risks of infantile 
exposure to autism remain effective despite widespread scien-
tific consensus to the contrary (Bird 2020). I will not review 
evidence contrary to or supporting any of these claims. As a 
pragmatist, I remain committed to the possibility that skeptics 
could be right. My point is only to exhibitively clarify my under-
standing of the post-truth phenomenon, and to do so apart 
from explicitly epistemic criteria or doctrine. 



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
PR A G M A T I S M  I N  A  POS T -TR U T H  E R A  

P au l  B .  T hom ps on    

 

 

emotion or personal belief and the novel circumstances 

giving rise to the coinage of post-truth in the 21st centu-

ry. He proposes an explanation that emphasizes the 

emergence of social media, social science research on 

cognitive bias and the popularization of relativist epis-

temology (McIntyre 2018). These elements of McIntyre’s 

approach are also taken up by other scholars. The influ-

ence of electronic media and the emergence of plat-

forms such as Facebook and Twitter is, I think, a fairly 

obvious factor, especially in conjunction with the decline 

of traditional newspapers and their capacity for fact 

checking and objective reporting. All of the theorists I 

will discuss here note this, but I will be focused on other 

factors in the balance of this study.  

McIntyre cites work by Jason Stanley in his analysis of 

post-truth, though post-truth is not a term of art in Stan-

ley’s philosophy. Stanley focuses on propaganda, which he 

understands as messaging that promotes anti-democratic 

ideology, whether intentionally or not. Like McIntyre, 

Stanley sees the cluster of inferential processes licensed 

by cognitive bias as creating opportunity for propagan-

distic discourse to distort communication, creating reser-

voirs of ideology (e.g., belief systems) that are resistant to 

fact-based reasoning. Among the key forms of propagan-

da, Stanley notes speech that asserts questionable claims 

indirectly as a component of background, not-at-issue 

components of a communicative exchange (e.g., pragmat-

ics). Anti-democratic ideology can flourish even in cultures 

that explicitly express liberal democratic values because 

these key forms of propaganda are functioning implicitly 

within the pragmatics that establish context for proposi-

tions that are the putative at-issue content of a linguistic 

exchange (Stanley 2015). 

Jonathan Rauch also discusses recent studies by psy-

chologists who have demonstrated robust tendencies 

toward favoring dramatic information that inflames the 

emotion (availability bias), overestimating the chance of 

success (optimism bias), and giving too much weight to 

the first piece of information presented (anchoring bias), 

among others. Rauch explains that this new research has 

at least two implications for the present day. It serves as 

a toolkit for anyone who wants to manipulate public 

opinion, and, more pertinent to my interests here, it 

reorients the task of epistemology as a theory that 

should explain why these cognitive tendencies are taken 

to produce error, and why they persist, nonetheless. 

Rauch proposes an extended metaphor as the response 

to problems of post-truth: a constitution of knowledge 

complete with implicit norms that function analogously 

to the democratic cultural institutions without which the 

United States Constitution would cease to function as an 

effective organ of government (Rauch 2021).  

Significantly Rauch, who does not describe himself as 

a philosopher, relies heavily on the work of Charles S. 

Peirce in establishing the principles for his constitution of 

knowledge. Peirce’s community of inquirers is the model 

for Rauch, who stresses a network of people who tend to 

correct for both cognitive bias and more conventional 

types of personal bias by checking up on one another’s 

assertions. Rauch draws on the philosophy of Karl Popper 

to argue that attempts at falsification should rank higher 

than verification, but Rauch also qualifies his endorsement 

by noting that Popper himself goes too far (Rauch 2021, 

94). A better statement of the norm is that liberal science 

conjoins Peirce’s fallibilism with “orderly, decentralized 

and impersonal social adjudication” (ibid., 99). Rauch’s 

characterization of the constitution of knowledge provides 

a reasonable and widely accessible introduction to prag-

matist epistemology. Rauch also characterizes this Peirce-

an community of inquiry as a “reality-based network.” His 

repeated use of this phrase is apparently intended to 

counter any suggestion that the constitution of knowledge 

could incorporate a relativist epistemology. This usage 

introduces some tension with pragmatist metaphysics that 

stress ontological parity. 

 
Post Truth as an Epistemic Problem: Ontological Parity 
 

Justus Buchler advanced the principle of ontological 

parity in his book The Metaphysics of Natural Complexes. 

Buchler defines natural complex as the most general and 

comprehensive category of existence (e.g., whatever is, 
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in any way, is a natural complex) and the principle of 

ontological parity stipulates that “no complex is more 

‘real’, more ‘natural,’ more ‘genuine,’ or more ‘ultimate’ 

than any other” (Buchler 1989, 31). As stated by Sidney 

Gelber and Kathleen Wallace, “Ontological parity is not 

only a rejection of the notion of discontinuous realms or 

kinds of being – some more real than others; it is a 

commitment to the equal reality of all beings” (Gelber 

and Wallace 1991, 52). Buchler’s work is complex (pun 

intended), and even a superficial treatment is out of 

place in the present context. The significance of ontolog-

ical parity within pragmatism and its relevance to 

Rauch’s reality-based network can be illustrated in ref-

erence to the work of C. I. Lewis.  

In Mind and the World Order, Lewis grapples with an 

epiphany that pervaded early 20th century epistemology. 

Given Albert Einstein’s utilization of Riemannian geome-

try in physics, philosophers were forced to contend with 

the potential for shifts in the meaning of basic categories 

like space and time, even (indeed especially) among the 

Peircean community of inquiry comprised by theoretical 

physicists. Lewis advanced a pragmatist solution by 

treating competing conceptual schemes such as Euclide-

an and Riemannian geometries as having meaning in so 

far as their internal logic (e.g., their axioms and the 

theorems that can be derived from them) predicts phe-

nomena that can be tested empirically. Lewis acknowl-

edges the possibility that alternative conceptual 

schemes (Stanley would call them ideologies) could have 

internal coherence. Lewis understands science as a 

conceptual scheme that generates testable hypotheses, 

and consists of constructs supported by inductive logic. 

Reality is indicated by the elements of science that sur-

vive experimental falsification (O’Shea 2018).  

Lewis is articulating a view that is widely held among 

scientists and philosophers alike. The view has problems, 

and is subject to seemingly innumerable nuances and 

modifications, as well as multiple names, monikers and 

slogans. Consistent with Rauch’s notion of a reality-

based network and Hilary Putnam’s later work, we might 

call it scientific realism (see Pihlström 2018). It is, in one 

sense, the aspirational hope that our percepts and be-

liefs (which clearly depend on our own existence) accord 

with something that exists independently. From this, 

Lewis classifies anything which depends solely on our 

subjective experience (dreams, illusions) as not real. The 

further stipulation of Peircean inquiry as the method for 

operationalizing this aspiration makes this form of real-

ism scientific for Lewis, and arguably for Putnam and 

many others.  

On the face of it, ontological parity contradicts Lew-

is’s view, and by implication, scientific realism. However, 

Lewis also states, “the distinction of real from unreal is a 

classification, […] what is designated as “unreal” as well 

as the “real” is given in experience” (Lewis 1929, 435–

436). As James O’Shea shows, this remark precipitates 

Wilfrid Sellars’ critique of experiential givenness (O’Shea 

2018), but ontological parity might be understood as an 

alternative to Sellars’ approach. For Buchler, dreams, 

illusions, firetrucks and quarks are all natural complexes, 

and ontological parity rules out the possibility that we 

distinguish them by classifying some as real and some as 

unreal. Rather, the classification that Lewis notes is 

made by judgments that locate complexes in different 

orders. Even given radical change in its categories and 

methods over time, the Peircean community of inquiry 

creates an order that functionally distinguishes quarks 

and firetrucks from dreams and illusions, and does so 

without appealing to a given or a division between the 

real and the unreal (see Bernstein 1967).  

This solution might not satisfy someone like Rauch, 

however, because it seems to undercut the work that 

the notion of a reality-based network is doing in his 

attack on post-truth. The words real and reality are not 

the exclusive property of philosophy professors, and 

Rauch might voice an objection on Wittgensteinian (and 

at least quasi-pragmatist) grounds: If the meaning of the 

word reality resides in its common use, then Lewis is 

surely closer to that than Buchler. Distinguishing illusions 

from firetrucks is certainly one of the tasks speakers of 

English perform when they use words like real and unre-

al. John Ryder’s development of ontological parity in The 
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Things in Heaven and Earth: An Essay in Pragmatic Natu-

ralism provides an important response to this problem. 

On Ryder’s view, a robust scientific realism is not only 

compatible with ontological parity; Buchler’s ontology 

unleashes the reality-based network to do its work in 

multiple orders, some of which are imminently practical.  

Ryder’s discussion aims to show how Buchler’s ap-

proach is compatible with a number of different isms, 

while at the same time expositing Ryder’s own preferred 

version of naturalism. In this connection, Ryder argues 

that ontological parity is compatible with materialism, 

what many would take to be an extreme version of scien-

tific realism. On many readings, materialists give ontologi-

cal priority to physical matter, going on to claim that only 

material entities are real. Quoting Buchler, Ryder argues 

that this overstates the claim of contemporary material-

ists, who mean to say only that a non-material entity’s 

ability to prevail within a given order depends upon mate-

rial complexes, in some sense. Prevalence is indicative of 

being ordinally located as, for example, in mathematics, in 

fiction, in imagination or in family relations. The material-

ist holds that prevalence in any order depends upon com-

plexes in the physical order or, better, the order of nature. 

But this does not imply that π, Harry Potter, my sexual 

fantasies and William and Henry James relationship as 

brothers do not exist. It is perfectly obvious that not only 

do they exist, these non-material complexes are effica-

cious within the world. They have consequences that 

meet the tests of a Peircean community of inquiry. Ryder 

argues that ontological parity presses us to articulate 

relationships of dependency and possibility with greater 

clarity, but it in no sense rules out the central claim of the 

materialist (Ryder 1991). 

Ryder carries the argument over into The Things in 

Heaven and Earth, defending his own materialist version 

of naturalism, but leaving open the possibility of alterna-

tive conceptual schemes. In this, Ryder remains open to 

alternative philosophies as well as to the type of concep-

tual change that Lewis had identified as part of the sci-

entific enterprise. This is the type of change that Einstein 

effected in his application of Riemannian geometry. 

Ryder then goes on to discuss how some non-material 

complexes are amenable to scientific inquiry, the system 

of judgment that Rauch associates with the constitution 

of knowledge. Here it is important to recognize that just 

because a scientific inquiry invalidates the biophysical 

basis for racial classifications, for example, this does not 

imply that racial classifications do not exist, nor that they 

cannot be studied scientifically. Racial identities are 

natural complexes that prevail in orders of mutually 

maintained expectations, legal codes and practices of 

discriminative favoritism and oppression. They are as 

real as firetrucks, and not only in the Buchlerian sense 

that every natural complex is equally real. They are real 

in precisely the sense that Rauch intends with his notion 

of reality-based networks. Although he would probably 

be cautious about Rauch’s terminology, Ryder would 

have no trouble acknowledging an order constituted by 

the practice of people following the regulative principles 

of science (see Ryder 2013). I do not see how laying 

stress our ordinary use of words like real and realism 

would make Ryder object to calling this view (possibly 

his own view) scientific realism.  

 

Post-Truth as a Political Problem 
 
Given the discussion thus far, the problem of post-truth 

can be recapitulated in light of a pragmatist epistemolo-

gy that is importantly more sophisticated than the ver-

sion offered by Rauch.2 Given what we have learned 

about cognitive biases, philosophers should be apprecia-

tive of the fact that relatively few readers will have the 

patience required to follow a detailed philosophical 

argument. The Constitution of Knowledge paints a 

Peircean community of inquiry in broad strokes and does 

not take on questions such as its compatibility with 

materialist philosophies that have proven attractive to 

many natural scientists. Neither does it discuss how a 

reality-based network could address issues that Rauch 

                                                 
2 This is not a criticism of Rauch. The accessibility of Rauch’s 
treatment is an important and epistemically valuable contribu-
tion. 
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identifies as dear to his personal interests, such as the 

legal recognition of gay marriage.3 As Rauch, McIntyre 

and Stanley explain it, post-truth is a phenomenon com-

prising a neurological vulnerability to patterned biases, 

changes in the technological infrastructure for commu-

nication as evidenced in the rise of social media and a 

weakening of the publics commitment to an epistemolo-

gy characterized by ten regulative principles that Rauch 

summarizes over the course of a few pages (Rauch 2021, 

103–108). Even in Rauch’s summary, the epistemology is 

recognizably pragmatist.  

Ryder’s adaptation of ontological parity illustrates 

how a community committed to Rauch’s ten command-

ments can reconcile pluralism regarding the way that 

objects of scientific inquiry exist (e.g., prevail), with the 

notion that their diverse approaches to inquiry are gov-

erned by a unified understanding of assertive or truth-

apt judgment. There are, in fact, multiple ways that 

inquirers can study the diverse array of complexes (enti-

ties, relations, processes) that are mutually open to fact-

checking, hypothesis testing, data sharing and logical 

rigor. In these respects (and given ordinary parlance) we 

can characterize physicists, biologists, psychologists, 

economists, historians, journalists and philosophers as 

adhering to forms of scientific realism, and constituting a 

reality-based network. While some philosophers have 

viewed these epistemological problems as non-political, 

McIntyre, Stanley, Rauch and Ryder do not.  

I forego an extended discussion of political implica-

tions, for I expect that most readers are capable of mak-

ing the connections themselves. McIntyre and Rauch are 

focused primarily on the United States, and both see 

Donald Trump’s ability to attain political influence de-

spite the irrelevance of truth and falsity to his public 

statements as indicative of post-truth’s threat to demo-

cratic values. McIntyre lays blame on the teaching of 

postmodernism in American universities, quoting from 

conservative radio personalities who say as much (McIn-

                                                 
3 Rauch may have addressed this in other writings. Several 
passages in The Constitution of Knowledge make suggestive 
reference to an earlier book (Rauch 2014). 

tyre 2018, 148–150). Rauch is careful to cite examples 

where progressives have also abandoned the reality-

based network, with an extended discussion of “cancel 

culture,” the phenomenon of silencing contrary voices 

on grounds that their words cause harm to vulnerable 

groups (Rauch 2021, 209–220). 

Although Stanley also discusses Trump, he situates his 

critique of recent conservative propaganda within the 

larger context of fascist ideology. His examples draw from 

histories of Jim Crow in the American South and Germa-

ny’s Nazi Party. He also notes tactics in current use by 

Victor Orbán and Recep Tayip Erdoğan (Stanley 2020). 

Stanley’s primary concern is to show how discursive com-

munications that express overtly liberal democratic values 

can nonetheless subvert a democratic polity’s ability to act 

upon a regulative principle that is crucial for its own ideol-

ogy, as well as Rauch’s constitution of knowledge. A reali-

ty-based network must have both an organized capacity 

to examine elements of its own belief system, and the will 

to exercise that capacity. Stanley is interested in both 

willfully deployed propaganda and in cases where linguis-

tic practice undercuts social learning without implying the 

intent to do so (Stanley 2015). This emphasis on social 

learning connects to Ryder’s study of education as a me-

dium for transforming experience (Ryder 2020), as well as 

Rahel Jaeggi’s Critique of Forms of Life (2018), discussed 

later. The present format does not permit me to explore 

the overlaps and inconsistencies among these works. 

Hopefully readers will recognize the sense in which these 

authors, like Lewis in the 1920s, are groping toward a 

model of social learning that is responsive to the commit-

ments of Rauch’s reality-based network, and why they see 

this as a critical element of liberal democratic culture.  

Each of these theorists provide entrée to the phe-

nomenon of post-truth, and offer a normative account 

of why it is a problem for liberal democracies. To varying 

degrees, each of them see threats to the efficacy of 

scientific inquiry as the source of threats to the authority 

of scientifically grounded expert knowledge. Lacking any 

sense of authoritative, fact-based claims, a society en-

ters a post-truth epistemic zone in which it is deprived of 
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both the knowledge base and the political capability for 

social learning. As such, it is unable to undertake a social 

process that is analogous to the theory change that 

interested C. I. Lewis; it is unable to discard concepts or 

regulative principles contrary to its own normative 

commitments. While any pragmatist will say that there is 

no way to be sure when or whether such a change is 

truly progressive, it is something else again to find one-

self in a situation where one’s practices undercut the 

very possibility of change. That is why post-truth is both 

an epistemic and a political problem.  

 

Post Truth as an Epistemic Problem Redux 
 

Of the theorists discussed so far, McIntyre seems most 

content with the thought that we (by which he and I 

both mean the polity of which we are citizens) must 

simply double down on Rauch’s constitution of knowl-

edge. We should stick to the rules and fight back against 

post-truth. Although Ryder, Stanley and (as I will show) 

Jaeggi have more nuanced positions, I will complicate 

the problem by introducing epistemic considerations 

that are not covered in the preceding discussion. The 

German social theorist Ulrich Beck is still little read by 

philosophers, but his theory of “reflexive modernization” 

provides a useful starting point for understanding the 

post-truth era. Modernization is understood in the sense 

of Max Weber or Talcott Parsons where social relations 

are mapped onto a trajectory of technological advance-

ment and economic growth. Modernization implies 

progressive development of a social epistemology that 

could aptly be mapped through Peirce’s four methods 

for fixing belief. The method of tenacity is followed by 

the socially more complex method of authority. As indi-

viduals or semi-autonomous groups develop internal 

epistemic capacities, the method of taste displaces the 

appeal to authority. The sequence ends with the method 

of science, where organized methods for testing beliefs 

are pursued by a community of inquiry. Beck’s contribu-

tion was to argue that as science came to reflect the 

dominant social epistemology in the late modernism of 

the 20th century, the ability to suspend belief implied by 

hypothesis testing became widespread. Disseminated 

beyond the scientific elites enrolled in the Peircean 

community of inquirers, this epistemic capacity has 

produced a rebound effect. Skeptical people have less 

confidence in science as an institution. Beck’s moderni-

zation theory was reflexive in the sense of a reflex that 

ironically undercut scientific elites’ ability to fuel the 

socioeconomic drivers of modernization with a continu-

ous stream of technological innovations4 (Beck 1992).  

Beck’s focus was on the rising importance of envi-

ronmental and public safety concerns. By the 1980s, 

scares over thalidomide, DDT, the cancer risk of artificial 

sweeteners and radioactive waste had permeated the 

public consciousness. One might contest Beck’s thesis by 

noting that these events did not require coupling with a 

reflexive social epistemology in order to spark contro-

versy and political action. However, in the present con-

text my interest in the ontology and epistemology of the 

post-truth phenomenon overrides the otherwise legiti-

mate need to consider alternative social explanations. 

Social theorists noted that, unlike the class-based labor 

movement, environmental causes cut across social lines 

and motivated people to political action by highlighting 

the risky nature of industrial technology. The social 

epistemology of reflexive modernization was thus ac-

companied by a shift in political identity formation (Ha-

bermas 1981). 

Beck argued that group identification was increasing-

ly being influenced by a person’s risk position: the vari-

ous intersecting factors that pose threats to health, 

welfare and status. Both rich and poor perceived them-

selves to be at risk from the airborne radioactive iso-

topes following the nuclear accident at Chernobyl, as 

well as from the food grown on land contaminated by 

their fallout. They could share this risk position and be 

                                                 
4 A more progressivist version of reflexive modernization 
emerged in British sociology. Here, reflexivity meant a matura-
tion of the scientific outlook in which analytic tools anticipate 
disruptive outcomes, and scientific elites become more reflec-
tive about the implications of their elite status. See Beck, Gid-
dens and Lash 1994. I have explained why I favor Beck in 
Thompson 2017, 120–121. 



Pragm at ism Tod ay Vol .  12 ,  Issue 2 ,  2021  
PR A G M A T I S M  I N  A  POS T -TR U T H  E R A  
P au l  B .  T hom ps on   

 
 

 

politically active in response to it. However, as class 

identity became less salient, other risk positions were 

opening. The civil rights and women’s movements also 

broke across class lines, while empowerment of ethnici-

ties and women may have threatened the solidarity of 

status positions defined along class lines. Viewed in 

epistemic terms, these fractionated identities turn upon 

an ability to hypothesize potential hazards and respond 

to them based on their likelihood. This is significant 

move beyond Peirce’s method of taste, where a political 

subject simply asks, “What’s in it for me?” As thoroughly 

social, these risk positions involve rational methods for 

sharing information about risks, as well as discursive 

strategies to mitigate them.  

Beck’s thesis states that a growing capacity for col-

lective knowledge production undermines the standing 

of 20th century knowledge elites, but this is not neces-

sarily a bad thing. Indeed, reflexive modernization may 

have undergone a further rebound effect in the first 

decades of the 21st century. The scientific community of 

inquiry discovers that its methods are neither unique nor 

necessarily progressive. Other communities of inquiry 

are adept at identifying hazards overlooked by the sci-

ences, and have the competence to develop a dispositive 

standpoint with respect to them. Indeed, continuing to 

insist upon the findings of a Peircean community of 

inquiry commits what Kristie Dotson calls a contributory 

epistemic injustice: using a biased or inappropriate 

hermeneutics to make sense of, and by doing so reori-

ent, another agent’s claim to know something (Dotson 

2014). This type of concern is frequently raised when 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) held by indige-

nous cultures conflict with the concepts, findings or 

ontological commitments of the biophysical sciences 

(see Sinclair 2020; Meissner 2020). In a similar manner, 

Stanley cites Dotson’s work as informing his account of 

when a statement counts as propaganda (Stanley 2015, 

237–239). 

Post-truth is readily associated with skepticism to-

ward immunology, climatology, and molecular genetics, 

but a more prosaic example might serve to illustrate 

contributory injustice. A. Breeze Harper’s Sistah Vegan 

collects testimony on food, health, and identity from 

twenty-four black female vegans. While there is quite a 

bit of diversity in their respective accounts, resistance to 

the authority of nutritional science, toxicology, and 

epidemiological risk assessments is prominent in many 

of them. For example, Adama Maweja became disen-

chanted by nutrition scientists’ disrespect for more 

spiritual and harmonious worldviews. She describes the 

teachings of scientists, physicians, pharmacists and 

researchers as errors and lies. She views the food indus-

try and intellectual culture as partners in the oppression 

of Black Americans that continues into the present 

(Maweja 2010). Other contributors to Harper’s collection 

also recount personal dissatisfaction with mainstream 

medical or nutritional recommendations. Contributors to 

Sistah Vegan appeal to traditional or indigenous 

knowledge systems and woman-centered healing prac-

tices and products, such as those marketed by Queen 

Afua, a holistic health coach residing in New York City 

(Harper 2010). 

Writing as a pragmatist who takes Dotson’s position 

seriously, I do not mean to impugn the testimony of 

these women or to suggest that they are wrong. There 

are important points on which they certainly are not 

wrong. For example, several authors in Harper’s anthol-

ogy note racially based health disparities, especially for 

diabetes and heart disease, which are diet-related. They 

argue that diets typical in black families are descended 

from intentionally oppressive diets foisted upon slaves, 

and that diet-based health risks are a continuing exam-

ple of white oppression (see Danielle 2010, Lloyd-Paige 

2010). While the scientific literature displays much 

greater caution in linking health-disparities to oppres-

sion, there is widespread agreement that black Ameri-

cans suffer from key diet-related diseases more than 

other ethnic groups. As Sean Valles has argued, “social 

determinants of health” has emerged as a public health 

paradigm that validates these concerns within the bio-

medical sciences (Valles 2018). Importantly, however, 

for me to claim that these women need the support of a 
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community that adheres to Peircean norms would con-

stitute a contributory injustice.  

In fact, the contributors to Sistah Vegan describe a 

form of hypothesis testing with respect to their own 

experience that is consistent with John Dewey’s method 

of intelligence, even if it lacks the replication and testing 

required by Peirce. However, they reject the social insti-

tutionalization of reflective practice, at least in so far as 

it requires or involves the participation of dominant 

groups. They actively resist controlled experiment and 

scientific peer review. They imply that the social habits 

of pragmatic knowledge formation have been co-opted 

by elites, if they were not intentionally established to 

perpetuate negative outcomes for black women. Not 

only do none of the contributors to Sistah Vegan make 

reference to easily obtainable scientific studies that 

would support their claims, they write as if the scientific 

establishment is against them from the outset. A few 

disparage formalized inquiry as unreliable and inherently 

racist. All of the contributors are articulate and formally 

educated. Many have advanced degrees. Sistah Vegan is 

illustrative of the post-truth era because these authors 

go out of their way to dissociate themselves from the 

socially institutionalized knowledge practices endorsed 

by first generation pragmatist philosophers.  

 

Responses to a Reflexive Modernization form of Post-
Truth 
 

I presented similar remarks on Sistah Vegan in a com-

ment on Rahel Jaeggi’s Critique of Forms of Life at the 

North American Society for Social Philosophy in 2019 

(see Thompson 2020). Jaeggi’s book draws upon Ludwig 

Wittgenstein’s later philosophy to describe how norma-

tivity emerges out of a form of life, what Dewey (who is 

cited frequently) would have called culture. The first 

two-thirds of Jaeggi’s Critique provide a sophisticated 

approach that emphasizes contingent but socially effec-

tive ways in which patterns in speech and practice inter-

act to form shared expectations that function as 

institutions, as rules. Consistent with Dewey (and with 

pragmatism generally) she argues that norms emerging 

from a form of life are both warranted and binding, but 

only insofar as the form of life retains a capacity for 

social learning, for reflective practice (Jaeggi 2018). 

Jaeggi’s critical theory could be integrated with Stanley’s 

discussion of propaganda. 

My comment on Jaeggi was to suggest that the reflex-

ive modernization theorized by Beck and exemplified in 

the contributors to Sistah Vegan presents a paradox. To 

the extent that liberal democracies have embraced the 

norms of reflective social learning, they find themselves in 

the position of needing to respect communities that reject 

those very norms. In fact, these communities have good 

reasons for rejecting those norms, given failures in both 

American democracy’s past form of life and in the imple-

mentation of commitments within that form of life that 

might have curbed oppression and silenced the voices of 

marginalized groups. Learning in the present requires 

respect for those reasons, and restraint on further pursuit 

of contributory injustices. The paradox is that in position-

ing themselves outside Rauch’s reality-based network, the 

contributors to Sistah Vegan have certainly created prob-

lems for any philosopher who thinks liberal democratic 

forms of life should just double down on their commit-

ment to truth, at least as truth is understood to be consti-

tuted by the practices of a Peircean community of inquiry. 

Even worse, genuine respect for the perspective taken by 

these women deprives one of the resources that Rauch’s 

reality-based network makes available for combating post-

truth practice. 

The liberal democratic form of life is obligated to rec-

ognize the sovereignty of these communities’ epistemic 

orientation precisely because their resistance to contribu-

tory injustice is a crucial element of social learning among 

the knowledge elites that they challenge. To be clear, 

recognizing the epistemic sovereignty of oppressed 

groups presents no challenge to the pragmatist commit-

ments that bind the beloved community. It is a critical 

aspect of their edification. The problems arise for the 

liberal democratic form of life. First there is the old prob-

lem of internal contradiction: the liberal grounds for toler-

ating anti-liberalism, though in this case the stakes may be 
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raised because the challenge strikes to the heart of liberal 

democracy’s ability to fix belief (i.e., to achieve even min-

imal solidarity). Even more problematically, resistance to 

science seems to close all doors to a broader and more 

widely inclusive reflective inquiry because the very at-

tempt to initiate such threatens to reinterpret and dis-

place the epistemic commitments of the Sistah Vegans.  

This antinomy reflects Jaeggi’s distinction between 

immanent and internal critique. She argues that deep 

learning requires responsiveness (response-ability) to 

criticisms that expose contradictions embedded within a 

form of life. This must go beyond internal critiques that 

use the normative resources that habits and institutions 

– the form of life – make available. So, for example, 

when Martin Luther King calls out racial inequalities circa 

1963 by referencing Thomas Jefferson’s words in the 

Declaration of Independence about the self-evident truth 

“all men are created equal” (King 1963), he is appealing 

to the internal values of liberal democracy. Immanent 

critiques that point beyond Jefferson’s conception of 

liberal democracy note the resilience of structural racism 

within a form of life that maintains a commitment to 

equality before the law (see Adkins 2020). However, 

Jaeggi’s response to my comment went as follows:  

But then, Thompson’s concern is actually […] 
about the contemporary tendency to deny scien-
tific facts. This issue has become even more im-
portant in the face of its deadly consequences. In 
the U.S., the denial of the existence of the cur-
rent coronavirus outbreak and its consequences 
has cost hundreds of thousands of lives already. 
[…] To critically challenge the certainties of sci-
ence has been one of the starting points for so-
cial movements against nuclear energy, climate 
change, the ecological disaster. This critical atti-
tude should not be conflated with the profound 
and dangerous state of denial the people 
Thompson has in mind are in. In terms of my ap-
proach, this is not reflexivity but a blockage of 
experiences. This is where a crisis occurs that 
cannot be seen as such where reality hits – and 
can only be made unseen by mechanisms of de-
nial. It is an unwillingness to confront reality – a 
blocked learning process. Unfortunately, we will 
have to pay the price for this denial unless we 
figure out how to stop it (Jaeggi 2020, 228–229). 
 

Jaeggi’s references to reality here should be understood 

in light of Ryder’s reconciliation of such talk with the 

principle of ontological parity. This puts her in line with 

Rauch’s reality-based network. Yet even though my 

analysis of reflexive modernization can be disputed, 

Jaeggi seems not to have grasped the seriousness with 

which theorists like Dotson and Stanley think we should 

take the Sistah Vegans. If Dotson and Stanley are right, it 

is the dismissal of the Sistah Vegans’ voice that blocks 

the learning process, rather than the denial of science.  

 
A Little Pragmatism 
 

Truth and reality exhibit affinities in many orders. 

Rauch’s reality-based network testifies to the practical 

necessity engendered by the mobilization of collective 

action. The epistemic ideology (I am using Stanley’s 

terminology) of the Sistah Vegans places pressure on 

Rauch’s network by giving priority to what Peirce might 

have classified as the method of taste for fixing beliefs 

about diet (a delicious irony, I think). It is important to 

see how this differs from some of the most pernicious 

forms of post-truth. The Sistah Vegans are not challeng-

ing the category of reality, and they are presuming that 

the statements they make about the truth and falsity of 

various nutritional dicta are themselves true in a conven-

tional sense. They are not intentionally exploiting cogni-

tive bias in their audience to provoke a specific political 

result, as is the case for Trump, Orbán or Erdoğan. 

Contrary to Jaeggi’s assessment, respecting the Sis-

tah Vegans requires us to understand their claims as, in 

her words, critically challenging the certainties of sci-

ence. This interpretation converts their claims into coun-

terhypotheses that are understandable within the 

framework of Peirce’s method of science. Following 

Rauch, we pragmatists expect that this challenge will be 

adjudicated through an orderly, decentralized and im-

personal social process. I will examine some of the food-

specific considerations of that adjudication in the con-

cluding section, but I will first probe the abstract philo-

sophical dimensions a little further. An ordinal meta-

physics suggests that the concerns of the Sistah Vegans 

converge with those of the scientific community in cer-

tain respects (e.g., in some orders) while diverging from 
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them in others. However, it would be a mistake to infer 

that on such grounds, the circumstances driving the 

Sistah Vegans are less real.  

Nutritionists and food scientists share an interest in 

the material, bodily effects of diet with the Sistah Ve-

gans. Harper’s contributors believe that the scientific 

consensus is mistaken on several crucial points, but 

there are members of the reality-based network that 

agree with them (Wolk 2017). Here, scientific realism 

functions as a warranted approach to fixation of belief. 

However, the Sistah Vegans are also calling out a history 

of inattention to the testimony of black women. The 

function of their critique goes well beyond a call to reex-

amine the evidence that links diet and health. It suggests 

that the ordered, decentralized and impersonal process 

for adjudicating knowledge claims should not be so 

impersonal that it dismisses evidence white male scien-

tists would be inclined to overlook in virtue of their 

positionality.  

James Campbell argues that a similar concern is what 

lies behind William James’ essay “The Will to Believe.” 

James was responding to William Clifford’s claim that a 

scientistic form of reason should govern all aspects of 

life. If we take James at his word, he is every bit as com-

mitted to the reality-based network as Clifford. Yet he is 

sensitive to the way that Peircean science constructs an 

epistemic position that cannot recognize a warrant 

derived from unique aspects of an individual’s stand-

point and experience. As Campbell sees it, James was 

attempting to open up space for anyone disinclined to 

place every bet with the reality-based network (Camp-

bell 2017). There are orders in which belief cannot be 

fixed by the method of science. Both politics and com-

mon polity demand an epistemology that respects them, 

that acknowledges their reality. 

While it appears that ontological parity delivers this 

epistemology, I am not fully satisfied. I am concerned 

that what I have just done is what Dotson tells us that 

we must not do. I have reconciled the tension between 

nutrition and food science and the testimony of the 

Sistah Vegans, but I have done so by reinterpreting that 

testimony. Although pragmatism is more open to taking 

their standpoint seriously than other philosophies, I am 

not clear that the position I have sketched escapes the 

trap of contributory injustice.  

 

Implications and Conclusions (?) 
 

In earlier work I have noted how liberalism creates a 

tension in dietary ethics. “On the one hand, people are 

free to accept or reject science in a liberal society, at least 

in so far as doing so affects only themselves. On the other 

hand, a restaurateur is not at liberty to apply idiosyncratic 

theories of sanitation or food safety to kitchen hygiene 

precisely because such practices could harm others” 

(Thompson 2015, 48). On the first hand, standards of 

scientific objectivity have been used to dismiss testimony 

of the oppressed. By these means, knowledge elites culti-

vated selective ignorance, rather than truth (Tuana 2006). 

People should have the liberty to think from their own 

standpoint when it comes to what they eat. The history of 

oppression arguably makes the science denial of the Sistah 

Vegans as different from that of vaccine hesitant white 

suburbanites as it is from the manipulative propaganda of 

Trump, Orbán or Erdoğan. 

Yet there still is that second hand. Public health au-

thorities need some sort of epistemic warrant to apply 

coercive measures, and we must ask whether Dotson’s 

characterization of contributory injustice has taken that 

away. Queen Afua is out there selling food and health 

products, and she is making health claims to do it. Femi-

nist epistemology is not viewed as exculpatory by the 

U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA). If the doubts I 

ended the previous section with are borne out, a her-

meneutic reinterpretation of the Sistah Vegans that 

reconciles their thinking with the reality-based network 

of the FDA has been ruled out of court by Dotson’s ac-

count of contributory justice. As I read this account, no 

one is allowed to dismiss the Sistah Vegans simply be-

cause they do not follow the ten rules that Rauch lists in 

his account of the constitution of knowledge. Indeed, it 

appears that proper respect for their contribution re-
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quires us to eschew any attempt at reinterpretation 

whatsoever.  

Of course, I might be wrong about all of this. It might 

be possible to ameliorate the tensions I have noted 

without committing a contributory injustice. Dotson 

might not mean her analysis to go beyond the claim that 

previously oppressed voices deserve to be heard – a 

claim that can be easily reconciled with liberal democra-

cy. Alternatively, one might argue that extending even 

that to the science-denying claims of the Sistah Vegans 

goes too far. His identity as a gay man notwithstanding, 

Rauch takes pains to chastise the left for its blanket 

endorsement of claims made by or on behalf of op-

pressed voices, arguing that “cancelling” becomes anti-

democratic when it stifles debate over the at-issue con-

tent of these claims.  

And finally, there is no sense in which I feel that I 

have proposed a response to the tensions I have noted, 

even if I am not wrong on some of these disputable 

points. I do not know how to respond. Rauch’s com-

ments on canceling to the contrary, I suspect my posi-

tion as a white male representative of the knowledge 

establishment bars me from thinking that I could know 

how to respond. If I have helped to further the diagnosis 

of this problem, if I have exposed a tension – possibly 

even an antinomy – that is enough.  
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