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ABSTRACT: In this paper, I am writing first about the 
pragmatist principle that the only moral purpose is 
growth. I had not initially understood this formula of 
pragmatist ethics, but some of my pragmatist colleagues 
tried to help me to change my mind. Second, I will show 
that this sort of ethics is also embedded in the philosophy 
of the late Richard Rorty. His educational theory makes his 
philosophy important since every significant educational 
theory has its philosophical basis. This is also the case both 
in Dewey and Rorty. Third, I go into the details of the late 
Rorty’s educational theory.  
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“The only moral purpose is growth” 
 

Rorty several times quoted Dewey’s famous definition: 

“Growth itself is the only moral end” (Rorty 1999, 8, 28, 

125). At the time that I became familiar with pragma-

tism, I had not understood this definition. What did it 

mean? At first glance, it is totally meaningless since, for 

example, Russia and Germany were growing under Stalin 

and Hitler. At the same time, it is evident that we cannot 

speak about people’s freedom or the dominance of 

morals in Russia or Germany during the dictatorship of 

Stalin and Hitler. 

My pragmatist friends helped me to find the proper 

interpretation of the definition mentioned above. I am 

grateful for my “revelation,” first of all, to John Ryder, 

who stayed with me at my place in Szeged for some days 

before the CEPF (Central European Pragmatist Forum) 

conference in 2006. We had several conversations about 

the themes of pragmatism, and especially about Dew-

ey’s ethics. John explained to me that we should not 

understand Dewey’s thesis mentioned above merely in a 

quantitative sense since then it becomes impossible to 

refute Hitler’s claim that Germany was growing under 

his power. This pragmatist ethical thesis, that both Dew-

ey and Rorty accepted, we can understand rightly only in 

a qualitative sense. It means that we must interpret 

“growth” in the sense of the development of human 

freedom and human skills and abilities, as well. In this 

way, we can also understand why we do not need any 

absolute in ethics, neither in Dewey nor in Rorty. 

After interpreting Dewey’s famous thesis qualitative-

ly, I could rightly understand many other pragmatist 

propositions. Moreover, it resulted in a better under-

standing of Dewey and a new interpretation of Rorty’s 

neo-pragmatism. Finally, it became possible to write my 

habilitation about Richard Rorty’s late philosophy in 

Hungarian.1 Based on my Hungarian book, I will show in 

the following parts of my article, by analyzing Rorty’s 

educational theory, that Rorty has remained a follower 

of Dewey in far more dimensions than many people 

realize. Nevertheless, we must first survey Rorty’s phi-

losophy in general since his educational theory cannot 

be understood otherwise. 

 

On Rorty’s Late Philosophy 
 

Rorty, who began his career as an analytic philosopher, 

changed his mind in the 1970s and became a pragmatist 

thinker. It is beyond question that neo-pragmatism 

would not exist without his ideas and his activity in the 

APA, and his book of 1979 Philosophy and the Mirror of 

Nature. Rorty took the so-called linguistic turn (Russell, 

Moore, Wittgenstein) exceptionally seriously and re-

placed experience with language, focusing on the linguis-

tic creation of our phenomenal world. He consciously 

gave up the opportunity of a unified philosophical theory 

and determined himself a liberal ironic thinker in his first 

main neo-pragmatist book Contingency, Irony and Soli-

darity (1989). 

The neo-pragmatist Rorty was an anti-metaphysical, 

anti-essentialist, and anti-foundationalist thinker. In his 

view, “everything is a social construction” and “all aware-

ness is a linguistic affair” (Rorty 1999, 48), and the main 

columns of human life (language, self, and community) 

are contingent. We cannot recognize any final “Reality” 

                                                 
1 Cf. Krémer, Sándor: A késői Richard Rorty filozófiája. Szeged, 
JATEPRESS, 2016. 
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and “Truth.” Therefore, we can only describe our radically 

temporal and historical, permanently changing world. 

Every interpretation of our world is a narrative, which is 

general but never universal. Our narratives, or in Rorty’s 

words “vocabularies”, are very similar to Wittgenstein’s 

language games. We use them on three different levels: a) 

as wordplay, b) as a form of life, or c) as culture. Rorty 

uses his expression “vocabulary” with these three mean-

ings. He claims that we live in the epoch of narrative phi-

losophy, where, describing our situation, plans, and 

actions, we create our conscious self and the understand-

ing and interpretation of our society. Although our lan-

guage, self, and community are contingent (cf. Ch. 1, 2, 

and 3 in Rorty 1989), it does not mean that our new vo-

cabularies are absolutely arbitrary. 

On the contrary, our new vocabularies must be in 

harmony with our own given vocabularies if we are not 

able to falsify them, and with the other essential vocabu-

laries of our community and our world. Therefore, Rorty 

accepted Davidson’s doctrine of triangulation, which tells 

us that our truths are always determined by the triangle of 

the “relating speaker, interpreter and the world” (Rorty 

2004, 78). This triangulation is inevitable since our life 

could not function without the coherence of our essential 

vocabularies. It is also worth emphasizing that Rorty’s 

vocabulary is not a dictionary but a language game, the 

linguistic dimension of our factual life. 

In the dimension of intellectual history, Rorty had 

chosen from the historically given three options (con-

servativism, liberalism, socialism) Jeremy Bentham’s and 

John S. Mill’s liberalism, with some modification. He 

accepted the influence of the trade unions and the so-

cial-democratic American Left, and he strove to sketch a 

liberal democratic utopia in his Contingency book: “One 

of my aims in this book is to suggest the possibility of a 

liberal utopia: one in which ironism, in the relevant 

sense, is universal. A post-metaphysical culture seems to 

be no more impossible than a post-religious one and 

equally desirable” (Rorty 1989, xiv–xv). Rorty defined his 

standpoint in the dimension of political philosophy as a 

sort of middle ground between the views of Habermas 

and Foucault. He refused to accept Habermas’ belief that 

democratic institutions need philosophical foundations. 

At the same time, in contradiction with Foucault, he 

believed in the possibility of some forms of ideal, demo-

cratic, social systems of institutions. At the same time, it 

means that not everything is contingent for Rorty. He 

applies irony to almost everything, except one thing: 

democracy. 

Although the late Rorty did not create a separate po-

litical philosophy, his philosophy as a whole is still de-

termined by political questions. He used his social-

democratic liberalism intentionally in every part of his 

philosophy, from ethics, through the philosophy of art 

and educational theory, and more. Nevertheless, his 

most important goal was to support the realization of his 

liberal democratic utopia, for that he gave priority even 

against his own philosophy. 

In the field of ethics, Rorty agreed basically with 

Dewey since he did not believe in any absolute “Good.” 

Supporting his “philosophical hero,” he emphasized 

many times that “Growth itself is the only moral end.” 

Rorty refused not only the foundationalist needs (be-

cause – in his view – they are rationally impossible and 

morally unnecessary), but also the Kantian priority of 

reason to emotions. Rorty thinks of an authentic self 

with emotions and will as the agent of moral situations. 

According to his views, there is a self with a complex and 

changing personality, where “‘selfhood’ (except insofar 

as it has encased itself in a shell of routine) is in the 

process of making, and any self is capable of including 

within itself a number of inconsistent selves, of unhar-

monized dispositions.”2 Rorty prefers this kind of self to 

the Kantian “myth of the self as non-relational, as capa-

ble of existing independently of any concern for others, 

as a cold psychopath needing to be constrained to take 

account of other people’s needs” (Rorty 1999, 77). In 

harmony with this idea, Rorty replaced the unconditional 

moral obligation of Kant with the concept of prudence. 

According to Rorty, “moral obligation does not have a 

                                                 
2 Rorty is quoting Dewey here. 
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nature, or a source, different from tradition, habit, and 

custom. Morality is simply a new controversial custom” 

(ibid., 76). In his opinion, the concept of ‘moral obliga-

tion’ becomes “increasingly less appropriate to the 

degree to which we identify with those whom we help: 

the degree to which we mention them when telling 

ourselves stories about who we are, the degree to which 

their story is also our story” (ibid., 79). It is clear from 

the views mentioned earlier that Rorty has refused the 

priority of reason to emotions, as Kant had thought of it 

(see Kremer 2019, 235–250). 

 

Late Rorty on Education and Teaching 
 

Richard Rorty, who established an anti-metaphysical, 

anti-essential neo-pragmatism, also maintained remark-

able views in education and teaching. He saw the educa-

tional process, stretching from elementary school to 

colleges and universities, as a unique union of socializa-

tion and individualization. It was evident that this pro-

cess cannot be regarded as a homogeneous process of 

personhood development. He has refused both the 

rightist and radical leftist standpoints and offered a 

Deweyan approach to education.  

We shall interpret Rorty’s ideas on education within 

this horizon, the essence of which is the connection as 

mentioned earlier between socialization and individuali-

zation. Unlike Dewey, Rorty did not write any particular 

book on education, school, or pedagogy, but he com-

posed, within the above-mentioned theoretical frame-

work, several articles and essays on education, first of 

all, on higher education.3  

I will show and analyze his thoughts on education on 

the basis of three of his articles: “Education as Socializa-

tion and as Individualization”, “The Humanistic Intellec-

                                                 
3 Rorty was not only an unbelievably prolific reader, but also a 
prolific writer since he “in nearly five decades of writing penned 
three books, two essay collections, four volumes of ‘philosophi-
cal papers,’ an influential edited volume, and a co-authored 
book, plus scores of uncollected essays and reviews in academic 
journals, as well as numerous pieces in newspapers, magazines, 
and popular publications” (Rorty 2010, 3). 

tual: Eleven Theses”, and “Democracy and Philosophy.”4 

The title of the first article, “Education as Socialization 

and as Individualization”, speaks for itself. Rorty inter-

vened in the discussion the education with a position 

between the American political right and the radical left. 

However, I am convinced that we can generalize his 

standpoint, which fits nicely in the whole of his philoso-

phy. Rorty refused both the rightist opinion oriented to 

metaphysical truth, and the leftist opinion based on the 

revolutionary improvement of society. Instead of these 

options, he offered a Deweyan approach. Dewey held 

education as the tool and significant embodiment of 

democracy, and Rorty developed it further in a neo-

pragmatic way. 

In Rorty’s opinion, Dewey’s “great contribution to 

the theory of education was to help us get rid of the idea 

that education is a matter of either inducing or educing 

truth” (Rorty 1999, 118). Both Dewey and Rorty rejected 

a final, metaphysical “truth” and humans’ ultimate, me-

taphysical essence. Rorty claimed that “there is only the 

shaping of an animal into a human being by a process of 

socialization, followed (with luck) by the self-individuali-

zation and self-creation of that human being through his 

or her own later revolt against that very process” (ibid.). 

In Rorty’s approach, the main task of primary and 

secondary education is socialization, and that of higher 

education is individualization. In Rorty’s words, “educa-

tion up to the age of 18 or 19 is mostly a matter of so-

cialization – of getting the students to take over the 

moral and political common sense of the society as it is” 

(Rorty 1999, 116). What is more, “primary and second-

ary education will always be a matter of familiarizing the 

young with what their elders take to be true, whether it 

is true or not. It is not, and never will be, the function of 

lower-level education to challenge the prevailing con-

sensus about what is true. Socialization has to come be-

fore individuation, and education for freedom cannot 

begin before some constraints have been imposed” 

(ibid., 118 – my emphasis). To strengthen social cohe-

                                                 
4 The first two articles are to be found in Rorty 1999, and the 
third is in Rorty 2007. 
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sion, we need more intentional socialization since we 

should decrease the existing differences among genera-

tions, strengthening the generations’ common denomi-

nator. Even the hardcore conservatives and ardent 

radicals agree on these questions. Radicals “do not really 

want the high schools to produce, every year, a graduat-

ing class of amateur Zarathustras” (ibid., 117). Converse-

ly, conservatives do not want to fire every talented, 

experimenting high-school teacher.  

On the other hand, those people who do not know 

their past do not even know themselves. Therefore, they 

cannot plan their future as well. If we want to learn from 

our past, we should know it. However, the good cannot 

be an obstacle to the better, and to make the students 

aware of this is higher education’s task. In Rorty’s opin-

ion, it is one of the tasks of university professors, besides 

making the students appropriate well their vocation, to 

encourage their Socratic skepticism. Hopefully, Rorty 

says, these teachers “do their best to nudge each suc-

cessive college generation a little more to the left, to 

make them a little more conscious of the cruelty built 

into our institutions, of the need for reform, of the need 

to be skeptical about the current consensus” (Rorty 

1999, 116). The individualization is mainly the task of 

non-vocational higher-education: “the point of non-

vocational higher education is, instead, to help students 

realize that they can reshape themselves – that they can 

rework the self-image foisted on them by their past, the 

self-image that makes them competent citizens, into a 

new self-image, one that they themselves have helped 

to create” (ibid., 118). 

Obviously, Rorty recognized the actual obstacles 

which make it challenging to realize this dynamic of 

socialization and individualization. These are primarily 

American problems, but we in Central Europe, unfortu-

nately, are also drifting in the same direction. Socializa-

tion should, namely, be ended in high school. Rorty 

notes, 

But, in the real world, the 19-year-olds arrive at 
the doors of the colleges not knowing a lot of the 
words […]. They still have to be taught a lot of 
memorizable conventional wisdom of the sort 

that gets dinned into the heads of their co-evals 
in other countries. So, the colleges have to serve 
as finishing schools, and the administrators 
sometimes have to dragoon the faculty into 
helping with this task. As things, unfortunately – 
and with luck only temporarily – are, the colleges 
have to finish the job of socialization. Worse yet, 
they have to do this when the students are al-
ready too old and too restless to put up with 
such a process. It would be well for the colleges 
to remind us that 19 is an age when young peo-
ple should have finished absorbing the best that 
has been thought and said and should have 
started becoming suspicious of it” (Rorty 1999, 
124 – my emphasis). 
 

It also follows from the description of Rorty’s education-

al theory that, in his opinion, education does not have 

the task or purpose of shedding light on some metaphys-

ical “Truth” or creating some ultimate “Truth.” He says 

that Dewey  

[…] 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. For Dewey, 
the sort of freedom that guarantees truth is not 
freedom from the passions of sin. Nor is it free-
dom from tradition or from what Foucault called 
‘power.’ It is simply sociopolitical freedom, the 
sort of freedom found in bourgeois democracies” 
(Rorty 1999, 119 – my emphasis).  
 

Rorty absolutely agreed with Dewey regarding the rejec-

tion of metaphysical “Truth” and of the correspondence 

theory of truth. Dewey and Rorty replaced the corre-

spondence theory with the pragmatist theory of truth. In 

Rorty’s view, Dewey took the socio-political freedom of 

bourgeois democracies as a starting point instead of 

justifying democratic freedoms by reference to an ac-

count of human nature or the nature of reason.  

What is more, Rorty also agrees with Dewey that 

Dewey did not try to justify even democracy. Namely, 

democracy, in Dewey's opinion, is “a promising exper-

iment engaged in by a particular herd of a particular 

species of animal – our species and our herd. He asks 

us to put our faith in ourselves – in the Utopian hope 

characteristic of a democratic community – rather than 

asking for reassurance or backup from outside” (Rorty 

1999, 119–120). Rorty claims that we cannot theoreti-

cally create a foundation for democracy, and that it is 
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unnecessary. To justify the view that democracy is the 

best socio-political institution for humans, we need 

only historical examples and our experiences. Rorty 

says that these are the only things we need if we want 

to take the utopia of democracy as our aim and realize 

it in practice.  

Anti-foundationalist philosophy professors like 
myself do not think that philosophy is as im-
portant as Plato and Kant thought it. This is be-
cause 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 cre-
ated by those situations. There is no way to step 
outside of human history and look at things un-
der the aspect of eternity. […] The moral of the 
anti-foundationalist sermon I have been preach-
ing to you is that for countries that have not un-
dergone 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 West-
ern philosophy is not a particularly profitable ar-
ea of study. The history of the successes and 
failures of various social experiments in various 
countries is much more profitable. If we anti-
foundationalists are right, the attempt to place 
society on a philosophical foundation should be 
replaced by the attempt to learn from the histor-
ical record” (Rorty 2007, 5, 8) 
 

The Darwinist Dewey offered the statement with which 

we began, which is in absolute harmony with Rorty’s 

opinion. Rorty quotes Dewey: “This notion of a species 

of animals gradually taking control of its own evolution 

by changing its environmental conditions leads Dewey to 

say, in good Darwinian language, that ‘growth itself is 

the moral end’ and that to ‘protect, sustain and direct 

growth is the chief ideal of education’” (Rorty 1999, 120 

– my emphasis). “Growth” must be understood exclu-

sively in a qualitative sense, as I have learned it from my 

American pragmatist colleagues, first of all from John 

Ryder. It is the only way if we want to interpret rightly 

Dewey’s and Rorty’s standpoint: “growth” means blos-

som, flourishing, and evolving of something, which also 

includes freedom.  

In harmony with his political testament, Achieving 

Our Country, Rorty refuses the revolutionary, radical, 

and new cultural left and supports the Deweyan reform-

ist left in the U.S.A. (Rorty 1998, 39–107). In Rorty’s 

opinion, we do not need irresponsible revolutions but 

permanent, evidence-based, and well-considered re-

forms if we would like to realize the new forms of social 

freedom in our practice. The past and the present are 

closed for the experience- and practice-oriented prag-

matists, and only the future is open for our practice. 

That is why we should hope, in the light of pragmatist 

meliorism, that due to our melioristic actions the future 

will be much better than the present. 

To form these sorts of intentions and actions, to cre-

ate intensive individualization, we need the special, 

“erotic relationships,” as Rorty describes them, which 

can be born exclusively in personal connections. For 

Rorty, “erotic” means that intersubjective spark, which 

cannot be theorized, but it expresses the real signifi-

cance of the traditional lectures and seminars given by 

excellent professors: 

From an administrative point of view, the profes-
sors often seem self-indulgent and self-obsessed. 
They look like loose cannons, people whose hab-
it of setting their own agendas needs to be 
curbed. But administrators sometimes forget 
that college students badly need to find them-
selves in a place in which people are not ordered 
to a purpose, in which loose cannons are free to 
roll about. The only point in having real live pro-
fessors around instead of just computer termi-
nals, videotapes, and mimeoed lecture notes is 
that students need to have freedom enacted be-
fore their eyes by actual human beings. That is 
why tenure and academic freedom are more 
than just trade union demands. Teachers setting 
their own agendas – putting their individual, lov-
ingly prepared specialties on display in the cur-
ricular cafeteria, without regard to any larger 
end, much less any institutional plan – is what 
non-vocational higher education is all about 
(Rorty 1999, 125 – my emphasis).  
 

Think of Mr. Keating, the literature teacher in “Dead 

Poets Society” (1989), played by Robin Williams! Think of 

Peter Singer, Michel Foucault, John Dewey or Richard 

Rorty, and other excellent professors! As Rorty wrote:  

[…] the sparks that leap back and forth between 
teacher and student, connecting them in a rela-
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tionship that has little to do with socialization 
but much to do with self-creation, are the prin-
cipal means by which the institutions of a liber-
al society get changed. Unless some such rela-
tionships are formed, the students will never 
realize what democratic institutions are good 
for: namely, making possible the invention of 
new forms of human freedom, taking liberties 
never taken before (Rorty 1999, 126 – my em-
phasis). 
 

In his article “The Humanistic Intellectual: Eleven The-

ses”, Rorty strengthens these thoughts by emphasizing 

the role of higher education:  

So the real social function of the humanistic in-
tellectuals is to instill doubts in the students 
about the students’ own self-images, and about 
the society to which they belong. These people 
are the teachers who help ensure that the moral 
consciousness of each new generation is slightly 
different from that of the previous generation” 
(Rorty 1999, 127 – my emphasis). 

 

References 
 

Kremer, Alexander. 2019. “Rorty on Kant’s Ethics,” Nordic 
Studies in Pragmatism 4: Pragmatist Kant, 235–250.  

Krémer, Sándor. 2016. A késői Richard Rorty filozófiája. 
Szeged, JATEPRESS. 

Rorty, Richard. 1989. Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Rorty, Richard. 1998. Achieving Our Country: Leftist 
Thought in Twentieth-Century America. Cam-
bridge, MA, Harvard University Press.  

Rorty, Richard. 1999. Philosophy and Social Hope. New 
York: Penguin Books. 

Rorty, Richard. 2004. “Universality and Truth.” In: R. B. 
Brandom (ed.): Rorty and his Critics. Oxford, 
Blackwell. 

Rorty, Richard. 2007. Democracy and Philosophy. Kritika 
& Kontext 34 (May). (http://www.euro-
zine.com/pdf/2007-06-11-rorty-en.pdf) 

Rorty, Richard. 2010. The Rorty Reader. Ed. by Richard J. 
Bernstein and Christopher J. Voparil. Wiley-
Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 

 


