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ABSTRACT: The essay engages Rorty’s rejection of meta-
physical as well as analytic conceptions of truth in its 
consequence for a critique of power. If truth cannot be 
philosophically established, can a critique of power and 
domination still be justified and effective? The analy-
sis proceeds by reconstructing the undeniable value of 
Rorty’s deconstruction of the correspondence theory of 
truth. Yet it challenges Rorty’s inference that truth be-
comes obsolete for democratic politics by showing how 
resisting power and domination necessarily involves 
truthful accounts. Engaging Rorty’s most political text 
Achieving Our Country suggests a more nuanced assess-
ment of critical theory and cultural studies than Rorty’s 
liberal pragmatism allows for. By distinguishing between 
metaphysical and post-metaphysical deployments of 
truth, the insights of Rorty’s fallibilist, reformist, and for-
ward-looking stance in politics can be reconciled with a 
philosophical reconstruction of existential and herme-
neutic truth claims and moral recognition.
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My first encounter with Rorty was as an undergraduate 

in Frankfurt. In 1987, Rorty had come to give a lecture 

on Schiller’s “Letters on Aesthetic Education” which ex-

pressed his turn to aesthetic and ethical concerns. My 

second encounter with Rorty was as an exchange gradu-

ate visitor at Northwestern in 1989, where Rorty argued 

explicitly that truth and reference are of no purpose, hav-

ing no meaning in the context of a dialogic philosophy. 

Against his argument, I held, in good Gadamerian spirit, 

that a true dialogue is always about something, is neces-

sarily oriented toward a subject matter and thus entails 

a relation to something shared beyond the immediate 

viewpoints. My third encounter was as an invitee by Bert 

Dreyfus to an NEH seminar in 1990 in Santa Cruz. After 

a great lunch, (organized by Doug Follesdal with whom 

I discovered a shared interest in issues of meaning in 

Gadamer, and sense in Frege), I took the opportunity to 

bombard Rorty with ideas about how to synthesize her-

meneutic understanding with a critique of power. ‘Dick’ 

shrugged and agreed, suggesting one could go this way, 

no doubt an expression of Rorty’s overall fallibilistic and 

open-minded pragmatism, for which the very idea of 

an ultimate Truth was as such taboo. Ever since then I 

continued this dialogue with Rorty by reading and writ-

ing, making me understand how his important critiques 

of traditional and analytic correspondence conceptions 

of truth led to his rejection of any other possible path 

to truth. What is at stake are the consequences that we 

should draw from our post-Hegelian, hermeneutic and 

pragmatic insights into our insurmountable embedded-

ness in a never fully transparent, never fully controllable 

social and cultural background. Yet this inescapable situ-

atedness, which undercuts any traditional metaphysical 

essentialism, may either lead to a total abandonment of 

‘classic’ philosophical concepts like truth, universality, 

reason, or reality as such; or it may inspire one to find 

hermeneutic or pragmatic reformulations, to retain their 

critical function without the dogmatic and essentialist 

self-understandings of their usual employment within 

the tradition.

With this distinction, the difference between Rorty’s 

neo-pragmatism and the critical hermeneutics I favor 

is marked.1 One set of questions addresses the relation 

of truth and power, i.e., the possible or even necessary 

function and need of truth for a critique of power. Should 

we retain an orientation toward truth or truth claims, or 

should we entirely abandon their role as, at best, super-

fluous compliments of our existing practices, or, at worst, 

ideological bulwarks boosting authoritarian claims and 

aspirations? Is a relation to truth needed to criticize and 

1 Ironically, the hermeneutic approach to reform these con-
cepts instead of deleting them from our vocabulary seems more 
pragmatic and modest than Rorty’s own full-scale rejection, 
his attempted revolution at overthrowing our allegedly Carte-
sian-contaminated ways of thinking, speaking, and perceiving. 
Rorty often sounds quite binaristic, as when he opposes truth to 
solidarity, epistemology to hermeneutics, normal to revolution-
ary science, etc. In fact, the hermeneutic criticism at Rorty’s de-
flationary rejection of truth draws itself on the very life-worldly 
role that truth-claims play in our everyday communications and 
elevated discourses.
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challenge practices of power and domination, which may 

after all depend on ideological and deceptive practices? 

And finally: is a reformulation of how claims to truth 

function within critical discourses possible and helpful 

in fostering the pragmatic urge to a fallible, open-ended, 

and open-minded attitude towards Others within com-

municative practices? 

To tackle these issues, I will engage the most cen-

tral ideas Rorty expressed, both toward truth and pow-

er, since he aims to overcome power by achieving our 

democracy without any reliance on truth. We will first 

address how truth may be functional within discourse 

even after the demise of reference and correspondence 

as viable accounts. While addressing the relevant ex-

change between Habermas and Rorty on this issue; (I), 

I introduce a critical-hermeneutic conception of power 

and domination that displays its dependency on reflex-

ive human agency which in turn entails a competence to 

address issues of truth (II), reconstruct and criticize how 

Rorty aims to rejuvenate a democratic politics without 

any reliance on critical theory, rejecting Marxism and 

Cultural Studies as irrelevant (III), and finally address the 

important lessons that Rorty’s deconstruction of meta-

physical truth and his turn to an ethico-political approach 

entailing a truth-oriented conception of critical dialogue. 

Truth as Correspondence or Regulative Ideal in Dis-
course?

Rorty’s deconstruction of truth as an essential concept 

within philosophy presents itself as a rejection of the 

project to define philosophy as epistemology. (Rorty 

1979). The aim is to show how the epistemological proj-

ect of philosophy as providing the “universal neutral ma-

trix” for all of culture has also shaped, to its detriment, 

many of the discussions defining the linguistic turn, even 

though this turn, if only rightly understood, is filled with 

means to undermine its very raison d’etre. Rorty opens 

up a philosophical escape route by introducing Donald 

Davidson’s approach as a linguistic philosophy unen-

cumbered by the traditional epistemological questions. 

(Rorty 1979; Davidson 1984a) This analytic bridging ar-

gument is to serve as a promising ally in redefining phi-

losophy as a conversational mediator, an edifying force 

on the conversation of humankind. Philosophy and the 

Mirror of Nature thus introduces the distinction between 

a “pure” philosophy of language, envisioned by Frege, 

Tarski, and Davidson, and an “impure” one, most prom-

inently represented by Dummett and Putnam (Rorty 

1979, 259–263). The former thinkers concern themselves 

with language as a social practice, dealing with meanings, 

sentence-structure, and otherwise language-internal 

features. This is where Rorty sees the future and much 

promise. The latter thinkers, however, engage in the 

project of fulfilling the hopes of epistemology as foun-

dationalism via the route of truth-semantic analyses. The 

latter project exemplifies precisely those features of phi-

losophy that Rorty aims to leave behind; To provide all 

culture with a secure, objective, and neutral foundation, 

and to re-solve all those issues that were previously un-

solvable, like truth, reference, meaning change, relativ-

ism, and the idealism/realism divide.

Rorty introduces the “impure”, epistemologically 

driven approach as an immanent answer to philosophical 

developments by philosophers who define themselves as 

guardians of truth. In their eyes, developments in the phi-

losophy of science (Kuhn, Feyerabend) and the analysis 

of meaning and language (Wittgenstein, Sellars, Quine) 

set the stage for the need to reground truth. Their rela-

tivism and contextualism calls for action, demands that 

true philosophers show how science can be understood 

as progress vis-a-vis representing reality, how we can de-

feat global skepticism, and how we thus can be assured 

of our truth-full contact with the world. These re-build-

ing movements are thus presented as a response to the 

internal deconstruction of the initial program of the an-

alytic philosophy of language, which consisted in the de-

velopment of an ideal framework capable of represent-

ing the objective structure of the world. This program, 
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paradigmatically expressed in Russell, Carnap, and the 

early Wittgenstein, promised to deliver a universal matrix 

of truth in the public medium of an objective language. It 

was based on the distinction between analytic meanings 

and empirical facts, as well as on the distinction between 

conceptual schemes and basic observation.2

Rorty’s strategy to displace the truth concept is to 

adopt the analytic arguments that undermine the mean-

ing/fact and the scheme/content distinction. Here Quine 

has firstly shown that the distinction between analytic 

meanings and synthetic (or empirical) facts is untenable, 

a move by which we are forced to ‘ground’ all meanings in 

holistic webs of beliefs. Those holistic belief-systems can 

then be understood as being situated in Wittgensteinian 

social practices as language games. And secondly, David-

son completes the task of disrupting a reference-based 

account of truth by disrupting the scheme/content dis-

tinction. There is thus no room left for any meaningful 

access (or ‘reference’) to uninterpreted content. Rorty 

ingeniously appropriates these moves, arguing that now 

‘holism goes all the way down.’ From now on, meanings 

must be understood as generated within social practices. 

These practices produce justifications of what counts as 

real, or not, which replaces any need for free-standing 

truth values. Justifications have to be understood relative 

to social practices and are guided by nothing but their 

own internal standards. Any attempt to transcend those 

practices considering some truth standard or ideal con-

cept of reason can be unmasked as misguided as much as 

it is bound to fail, since any justification of any such stan-

dard can but rely on the very practices of the day whose 

2 Rorty acknowledges that we may want to make sure that we 
are talking about the same things when reconstructing previ-
ous philosophical ideas and perspectives. To understand ‘what 
our ancestors talked about’ (Rorty 1979, 266-273) seems to 
ask both for an objective reference as well as for the assign-
ment of truth values. Regarding science, we are inclined to say 
“there jolly well is something out there—motion and its law, 
for instance—which people meant to refer to, or at least were 
referring to without realizing it (Rorty 1979, 288). The shared 
reference would then allow us to determine ‘what they were 
really talking about,’ which thus calls for the philosophical proj-
ect to establish a universal matrix of reference and truth that is 
neutral, objective, and trans-contextual.

legitimacy the philosophical discourse is first supposed 

to ground. Since there are neither ‘a priori meanings’ nor 

‘direct references’ available, all justifications—and thus 

truth-claims, intended references, and conceptual mean-

ings—dependent on the practices of the day. 

To understand both the value of Rorty’s own decon-

struction of truth as well as its limits, it is important to 

emphasize that he aims at the linguistic-analytic contin-

uation of a metaphysical understanding of Truth—truth 

with a capital T. This is relevant for a challenge of existing 

practices of power and domination regarding ideological 

worldviews. 3 The process to (allegedly) abstract and dis-

tance oneself from one’s existing discursive practices to 

establish a purely objective, neutral ‘view-from-nowhere’ 

to justify what’s going on, is a classic move to legitimize 

who is already in charge (Vattimo/Rorty 2007; Kögler 

2020). The classical religious and metaphysical systems 

often fulfilled this function. An analysis of the dogmati-

zation of the early progressive axial age breakthroughs 

in subsequently established world religions and political 

philosophies tells an illuminating story about how criti-

cal motives may get succumbed and transformed within 

the process of their attempted institutionalizing (Jaspers 

1953; Assmann 1997; Bellah 2003).

Importantly, it makes a difference whether an anal-

ysis of truth is undertaken to establish an unshakable 

foundation, as it were from a 3. person-perspective, or 

whether the role of truth-claims is reconstructed from 

within existing justificatory practices, i.e., from a 1. and 

2. person perspective. Here an overarching scheme of 

grounding beliefs and assumptions, there the internal 

3 Rorty’s specific target, the recent analytic sequel to philosoph-
ical metaphysics and epistemology, may seem off target here, 
but a closer look reveals that a narrow scientistic conception of 
truth and reality was indeed authoritatively installed. Both in 
mainstream positivism as well as in pre-pragmatic challengers 
like Quine and Sellars, an exclusivist focus on the truth value of 
the natural sciences prevails. It is not the least this ideological 
target, for which scientific truths consists in the natural-scien-
tific construction of theories based on stimuli or, more old-fash-
ioned, sense data, that Rorty’s deconstruction of reference and 
correspondence has in mind. Scientism is the ideological world-
view per se of our time.
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acts of challenging certain beliefs and assumptions. Here 

the aim to find an irreversible foundation, there the de-

sire to allow for challenges, reversals, transformations. 

Indeed, if one descends from the height of philosophi-

cal abstraction and truthfully engages in a hermeneutic 

reconstruction of how agents understand themselves 

within the very justificatory practices Rorty invokes, one 

can hardly do without a reference to some truth-orient-

ed self-conception. Discursive practices of critique entail 

that there is a difference—however immanent, con-

text-dependent, and culturally biased the ultimate criti-

cal challenge may be—between the beliefs to be had and 

the beliefs that ought to be stated, between social and 

epistemic validity. To deny the phenomenological reality 

of this immanent self-understanding of agents a ‘hearing’ 

at the court of ‘higher philosophical discourse,’ to lump 

it together with any distorted metaphysical conception 

of the past, seems as illegitimate and over-hasty. The im-

plied assumption within the criticism of a belief as false 

is that there is another option of disclosure, one that is 

in some respect more adequate, captures the experi-

ence better, makes more sense. Rorty can convincingly 

argue that any such challenge can only proceed from 

within one’s existing practices, that there is no recourse 

to an unencumbered, un-mediated reality itself. But to 

go from here to the denial of truth as such, i.e., to the 

claim that truth plays no critical role within our discursive 

practices simply does not follow. There is, after all, the 

internal orientation at truth claims within our discursive 

practices, and the role they play must better be analyzed.

Such an internal analysis of the truth- or validity-ori-

entation is at the core of the Habermasian conception of 

communicative action (Habermas 1983; 1993). What in-

terests here is the always inherent potential for criticism 

vis-à-vis uttered speech acts failing to fulfill their implic-

itly assumed status of rationally acceptable beliefs. Any 

speech act I utter may be rejected by another speaker as 

failing to convince, as lacking sufficient backing, as miss-

ing its warrant. I ignore here the several validity claims 

related to several world concepts. What is crucial is that 

the dimension of a potential rejection or challenge—as 

Habermas says, the ever-present reality of being able to 

say no—reveals an implicit validity dimension of speech. 

Regarding the (objective) world, this would be called a 

truth claim in the narrower sense. In place of the impos-

sible un-mediated check of ‘reality,’ which Habermas de-

nies as much as Rorty, evidence has now to come in to 

play the role of a warrant. The crucial point is that any 

such evidence will be mobilized and relevant only with-

in a game that assumes that there is a better, more ad-

equate, more fitting account vis-à-vis what’s at stake. In 

other words, the very meaning—and meaningfulness—of 

presenting a criticism requires assuming the distinction 

between a belief, a view, a mediation, and that which is 

believed to be such-and-such. This subject matter is dis-

closed, it exists as that which is mediated. It is in this gap 

within which criticism of any sort resides, and which is 

opened, or kept alive, by the concept of truth. The truth 

claim is oriented vis-à-vis a truth that would consist in a 

more adequate disclosure of reality, all the while there 

may not be just one privileged disclosure, and there may 

never be a way to experience reality in and for itself. 

However, the critical function vis-à-vis the disclosure 

of something as something is itself undertheorized in 

Habermas’s approach, who focuses on the idealized and 

universalized aspects as presuppositions that speakers 

allegedly must make. Habermas assumes that speakers 

who make truth claims (which they must if thy speak at 

all, as we saw) assume an ‘ideal speech situation,’ i.e., 

implicitly presuppose that they are in possession of all 

the relevant information, that all relevant information 

has been vetted, that all speakers with relevant informa-

tion are given access, and that no one is hindered to par-

ticipate and contribute to this regard. This furthermore 

means that the discourse is guided by an ultimate con-

sensus toward which it would proceed under ideal con-

ditions. Habermas takes the truth- or validity claims to 

entail these assumptions.
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Rorty challenges both the effectiveness and neces-

sity that this ‘idealization’ of intersubjective ‘discourse 

conditions’ implies. For Habermas, the idealization en-

tails that any exclusion or rejection of participants with 

relevant information can now be normatively criticized 

as illegitimate. Accordingly, to deny access and participa-

tion entails a self-contradiction because the speaker has, 

merely by being a participant in the discourse, somewhat 

‘accepted’ the ideal discourse conditions which entail 

openness and universality. The ‘performative self-con-

tradiction’ provides the philosopher (and any self-con-

scious speaker) with a necessary argument against pow-

er-based discrimination, rejection, and elimination of 

subjects from the shared discourse. 

Rorty questions whether this argument works in 

practice:

The big question is whether anybody has ever been 
convinced by the charge of performative self-con-
tradiction . . . If you tell the bigot . . . that he is 
committed to making context-surpassing validity 
claims, to aiming at truth, he will probably agree 
that that is exactly what he is doing. If you tell him 
that he cannot make such claims and still balk at 
the paradoxes or the people at whom he balks, he 
will probably not get the point (Rorty 2000, 8).

For Rorty, a formal presupposition of aiming at truth un-

der ideal conditions is neither necessary nor sufficient to 

challenge substantive prejudices that seem grounded in 

the target’s nature or essence: “He will say that people 

who advance such paradoxes are too crazy to argue with 

or about, that women have a distorted view of reality, and 

the like. He will think it is irrational or immoral, or both, 

to take such paradoxes and people seriously. “(ibid.). If 

someone is wholly convinced that certain groups, world-

views, or subjects do not deserve to participate in public 

discourse, the alleged universal presupposition that all 

rational subjects deserve to be heard rings empty. To be 

sure, all relevant information is supposed to be admitted, 

but subjects who are incapable of providing such knowl-

edge are naturally not included in the bigot’s view; they 

can’t possibly be meant by ‘universal inclusion.’ 

Still, for Habermas the implied truth claims require 

the speaker to assume a stance toward universality: Any 

rationally justified belief is to hold up—as far we know 

now—under strictly universal conditions, in any possible 

context. Rorty objects again: 

Habermas’ doctrine of a transcendent moment 
seems to me to run together a commendable 
willingness to try something new with an emp-
ty boast. To say, I’ll try to defend this against all 
comers‘ is often, depending upon the circum-
stances, a commendable attitude. But to say, I 
can successfully defend this against all comers‘ is 
silly … (Rorty 2000, 6)

Of course, one may for now be convinced about one’s 

beliefs and assumptions, and of course this implies that 

one is ready to defend one’s beliefs with arguments and 

evidence. But to demand the additional conviction that 

one will succeed under all possible circumstances is nei-

ther needed nor justified: 

For assertions such as ‚Clinton is the better can-
didate, Alexander came before Caesar‚ Gold is in-
soluble in hydrochloric acid,‘ it is hard to see why 
I should ask myself, is my claim context-depen-
dent or universal?‘ No difference to practice is 
made by coming down in favor of one alternative 
rather than the other. (Rorty 2000, 6) 

To be sure, whether I hold a philosophical meta-posi-

tion regarding context-dependency or universalism may 

be irrelevant for my concrete beliefs. But what makes a 

difference, of course, is whether they are justified within 

the contexts in which they are uttered and, if criticized, 

defended. It is here that the debate whether Clinton is 

better than Bush, whether Alexander preceded Caesar, 

or whether certain acids dissolve gold or not necessarily 

relies on a difference between the mediating assertion, 

and that which is mediated or disclosed. We may reject 

the force and even reality of presuppositions entailing 

universality or necessity, but we cannot deny that rela-

tive to a debated subject matter, the adequacy of beliefs 

is what is at stake. Accepting Rorty’s challenge to the 

Habermasian idealizations, the question is not whether 

we must presuppose universally acceptable idealiza-

tions, but under what concrete conditions here and now 



33

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
Abolishing Truth, Achieving Democracy? Rorty’s Pragmatist Critique of Power  

 

we may rationally justify or rationally reject a belief. How 

can we justify –or challenge—that one set of beliefs and 

assumptions is cognitively superior, or as we would say, 

more adequate to the subject matter (and in that regard 

closer to the truth) than alternative interpretations? How 

can we, after the irrevocable demise of any metaphysi-

cal, i.e., unmediated access to reality, justify and defend, 

or criticize and reject, the ‘truth’ of certain statements 

and beliefs in our contexts of justification? 4 The answer 

to these questions, which will be given in good pragmatic 

spirit, will bring us back to the relevance of truth for a 

critique of power.

Power Practices, Reflexive Agency, and Truth-Oriented 
Discourse 

Indeed: even if we grant that we should acknowledge the 

truth-oriented self-understanding of agents, and under-

stand that this must not entail a ‘metaphysical realism’ 

per se: what is it that proves that such a situated, inter-

nal, critically oriented truth conception is needed for a 

critique of power? What makes truth-telling or truth-de-

manding practices so essential, or at least significantly 

important, for a discursive stance against power? 

The affirmative answer to these questions, i.e., rea-

sons for asserting the need for a truth-oriented critique 

of power, follows from a closer look at how power func-

tions. At stake is the rejection of power-induced types 

of self-understanding, understanding others, and being 

in the world. And the function of truth-claims has been 

established as opening the space of alternative, challeng-

ing interpretations. In a first type of power, associated 

with the work of Foucault, social power establishes its 

4 Merely to assume, as Rorty does, that the standards of one’s 
own culture or ‘justificatory practices’ pre-define any experi-
ence and understanding of the world seems to repeat the error 
of conceptual scheme relativism. It now appears that subjects 
are somewhat imprisoned in their particular practices, which 
pre-structure whatever one may think, feel, or do. This ignores 
the internal perspective of agents in which one encounters a so-
cial and symbolically interpreted world ready to be defended or 
challenged, conserved or transformed, dogmatically legitimized 
or creatively redefined.

hold over agents not only or mainly by explicit threats, 

legal prohibitions, and institutional separations. It much 

rather establishes, via a complex web of symbolic net-

works and background practices, a certain sense of self 

(Foucault 1984; 1993) Subjects become types of agents, 

social institutions, defined by a host of external and im-

posed assumptions and value-orientations that they 

have never had the chance to reflectively accept, but 

that were always already involved in the contexts of 

their self-formation. These identity-types tie subjects to 

status function via internal schemes of self-understand-

ing, including bodily habits and feeling, social and cul-

tural aspirations, and their general sense of self-esteem 

(Bourdieu 2000). Subjective identities are thus formed 

in a socio-cultural contexts which, in turn, is reproduced 

by their establishment, all the while the social relations 

between such types, i.e., the actual situation of agents 

in such settings, may be harmed and denigrated by their 

specific constitution. Power relations remain established 

and unchallenged precisely because subjects understand 

themselves according to the respective social practices 

and expectations. 

Yet what could possibly challenge such relations, what 

could interrupt the smooth flow of hierarchical exchang-

es? One needs to reinterpret the situation such that the 

power-ingrained harmful dimensions as well as the pos-

sibility of a reflexive transformation become visible. And 

such a reinterpretation must proceed to claim its superi-

or truth vis-à-vis the phenomenon, the adequacy of what 

it reconstructs as an unacceptable power practice. Take, 

for example, the challenging effect that the invention of 

the term ‘sexual harassment’ has for challenging sexist 

workplace practices. As Miranda Fricker reconstructs, 

women situated in their taken-for-granted professional 

roles ‘accepted’ micro-practices of bodily and verbally 

expressed objectifications as part of a less-then-perfect 

gendered reality (Fricker 2007). To transform these prac-

tices, their social ubiquity had to become visible, which 

became possible through separate spaces of reflexive 
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deliberation. It took the discursive articulation of those 

‘micro-aggressions’ as ‘sexual harassment,’ however, to 

be able to fully thematize and articulate the phenome-

non. Yet its articulation, and the associated possibility to 

situate oneself vis-à-vis the power practices to challenge 

and transform them, was no aesthetic or merely ethical 

affair, but asserted the existential truth of an embodied, 

objectified experience. Without the claim to get it right, 

to truly understand one’s own situation in this way, the 

term would be politically useless.

In a second type of power, subjects are the target 

of a symbolico-practical objectification, which reduces 

their human agency to certain determining factors. In 

this other-directed mode, features of one’s’ objective 

existence function as bodily signs, as embodied mark-

ers of a pre-determined essence. The function of this 

attribution of objectifying factors is the integration of 

the individual members of a group or class into ontolog-

ical status functions that justify their usually inferior or 

subordinate social and political position. Edward Said’s 

analysis of “Orientalism” remains a paradigmatic study 

to show how the categorization of the ‘Oriental’ defined 

by such-and-such attributes, in the end, legitimized, 

even requiring the colonial rule in the respective coun-

tries (Said 1979). Any type of predicate categorization, 

which undertakes to define the underlying ‘essence’ of 

the respective agents, fulfills this role of integration into 

a power-defined, hierarchical system of domination. Yet 

how can we reject such an objectification of turning the 

‘who’ of individual agents into a ‘what’ that essentializes 

their agency? How can we guard ourselves from types of 

objectification that diminish human agency by reducing 

it to external factors and determinants? One general, 

typically philosophical strategy consists in a universal ac-

count of human agency that rejects such attributions as 

ontologically misguided and problematic. Any thorough 

critique of the persistent objectification of human agents 

as members of social, cultural, gendered, etc. groups 

ultimately relies on the ontological preunderstanding 

that human agents are reflexively situated in their own 

social-cultural lifeworlds such that a purely external 

definition and determination of their agency is simply 

incomplete. Yet the challenge of concretely existing and 

prevailing types of objectification, as we saw in Rorty’s 

rejection of Habermas’ formalism, requires a more con-

crete critique of the respective types of interpretation. 

The orientalist interpretive scheme that subordinates 

the Other as a subject such that colonial rule is neces-

sary and legitimate needs to be specifically analyzed and 

deconstructed. The necessary task to reconstruct the in-

volvement of objectifying schemes with power practices 

needs then to be complemented by the positive practice 

of interpretation. The Other needs to become visible and 

understandable as a human agent in her concrete setting 

to overcome the colonial mindset. Yet such a hermeneutic 

approach to do justice to the Other cannot but claim to 

get it right, to more adequately understand the Other. 

This is what it means to overcome the distorting, preju-

diced, limited and ethnocentric schemes that the West 

applied ‘to make sense’ of the Other. What’s at stake is 

the articulation of the Other’s cultural situatedness in her 

hermeneutic truth, i.e., to address the Other’s context’s 

self-understanding such that the objectifying distortions 

of a power-impregnated view can truly be overcome.

In a third type of power, the self is symbolically inte-

grated into a whole, a collective identity which provides 

self-worth and a sense of belonging. The function of this 

holistic mode is to create an elevated sense of self that 

derives its value from being part of a larger context. It 

is typical of nationalist and, of course, fascist ideologies, 

as it explicitly constructs encompassing worldviews and 

master-narratives that aim to legitime the existing essen-

tial order. These narratives are thus legitimated by con-

ceptions of Truth that undergird the political and social 

powers in place. The identification is thus explicitly en-

hancing one’s individual identity, which at the same time 

is diminished and reduced to a part of the whole, without 

ultimate worth as such. The symbolic construction of a 
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shared collective identity functions as structural dom-

ination by covering up different power positions within 

the social field. Subjects are either led to ignore or jus-

tify those differences in terms of their shared belonging; 

or they are led to blame themselves for any inferior or 

subordinate role based on individual deficiencies. The 

acceptance of non-equality, the target of the first type of 

interiorizing a subordinate sense of self, is the function of 

this line of domination; similarly, the second line of pow-

er as objectifying certain groups as essentially defined is 

integrated via the in-group/out-group distinction, by pro-

jecting Jews, Westerners, Muslims, Intellectuals, etc. as 

‘enemies of the people,’ as opposed to the true German 

nation, the Russian soul, American values, or average 

American citizens. 

The third type of power functions by means of creat-

ing a superior Truth of one’s nation, people, or society, 

and thus can be seen as the target of Rorty’s criticism 

of authoritarian worldviews and ideologies. Yet rejecting 

this type of cover-up without analyzing the function it has 

vis-à-vis the structural inequality and domination that 

persists under its cover is a task half-completed. If ideo-

logical and discursive schemes establish themselves as 

overarching frameworks of meaning—when they come 

to define worldhood (a holistic, meaning conferring back-

ground for situated agents (Heidegger 1999)—it seems 

crucial to unmask their function, to challenge them pre-

cisely by pointing out what they leave unsaid, what they 

cover up. But a critical practice of unmasking cannot op-

erate without the assumption that it reconstructs what 

actually operates in the background, under the umbrella 

of the national order, whether it is defined in a fascist 

or even in a liberal sense. In the critique of this type of 

power as well, the orientation toward a more adequate 

and truth-based account of the forces and structures 

that define the current social order seems to be without 

alternative. The crucial task for critical theorists entails 

to deconstruct what the current ideology suggests as le-

gitimate so that agents can distance themselves from it 

by comparing it with misrecognized social practices. Yet 

the reconstruction should be undertaken in a way that 

agents do not lose hope and trust in their reflexive agen-

cy to engage and ameliorate the social conditions. 

To be sure, reflexive agency does not exist in a cul-

tural or social vacuum but is embedded in a vast network 

of symbolic and social practices, which entail power 

and domination. In fact, to understand an agent, what 

we disclose as an expression of human agency are the 

symbolic and cultural articulations of the self, always 

mediated and structured by the shared languages and 

power practices of the respective background. Yet such 

socially situated linguistic mediation does not undercut 

the intentional understanding, but rather enables and 

articulates it. As Gadamer has shown vis-à-vis the path 

toward appropriating tradition, to be able to understand 

at all, we must let ourselves be addressed by its claim: 

“I must allow tradition’s claim to validity… in such a way 

that it has something to say to me… historically effected 

consciousness [is] letting itself experience tradition … by 

keeping itself open to the truth claim encountered in it.” 

(Gadamer 1989, 361,362). The linguistic understanding of 

an expression of the tradition is only possible by grasp-

ing the sense, i.e., substantive content of what it aims to 

say. This intertwinement between meaning and content, 

however, ties the understanding of agency—precisely in-

sofar as it can be reconstructed as a meaningful expres-

sion—to the articulation of truth. It is, as we saw, also 

functionally involved in analyzing and challenging power 

practices. Agents assert their own agency as autonomous 

and reflexive selves precisely by challenging certain pow-

er-ingrained modes of self-understanding, projections 

vis-à-vis others, and discursive understandings of their 

society based on more truthful accounts.5 

5 Rorty could have seen this inevitable truth-dimension in the 
intersubjective disclosure of another human agent’s meaningful 
expression by attending more closely to Davidson’s ‘principle of 
charity.’ In this theorem, the necessary orientation toward truth 
vis-à-vis the intersubjective understanding of another agent’s 
expression is emphasized. Rorty mobilizes, as we saw, David-
son’s account to show that global skepticism regarding all our 
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But what does it mean to attribute to the other sub-

ject the capacity to express truth-based statements 

which, as we saw, entail resources to challenge relations 

of power and domination? It is not enough, as Gadam-

er, Davidson and Habermas suggest, that the default 

disclosure entails a shared agreement of a largely true 

corpus of beliefs and assumptions, or that we project an 

idealized consensus as a presupposition. Rather, we must 

assign to her the cognitive competence of understanding 

truth, of being able to reflexively grasp and interpret her 

situation. Understanding truth entails understanding 

the difference between truth and falsehood. Even the 

radical social constructivist, for whom ‘truth’ consists in 

shared rules of justification, must accept some distinc-

tion between right and wrong. Knowing how to follow a 

rule means understanding how to follow the rule right-

ly or wrongly. To know how to follow a rule is to know 

how to follow it correctly, to be able to distinguish right 

from wrong interpretations or courses of action (Winch 

1998). This difference is rendered within a truth-oriented 

approach as the difference between what is understood 

(counts as; is accepted as) as truth (i.e., as a truth-bear-

ing statement), and what is not. Even if the universalist’s 

claim rings empty, as Rorty argues, and fallibilism needs 

to be preserved, as Rorty agrees, it still makes sense to 

reconstruct the truth-relation regarding the evidence 

and warrant that can rationally be mobilized within a set 

of discursive practices, and against which the symbolic 

and conceptual claims can be measured. To understand 

how such evidence and warrants would be mobilized and 

presented within a community of interpreters, we must 

include a rational and reflexive agent capable of repre-

senting such resources, i.e., capable of orienting herself 

toward a more truthful account of what exists. It is in the 

beliefs all at once is misguided; the intertwinement of meaning 
and truth shows that we are always already in the world; the 
world as a skeptical concept is well lost. But the principle of char-
ity, which is similar in kind to Gadamer’s interpretive projection 
of completeness, brings out that we must attribute at least some 
degree of truth-based statements to the Other to make sense of 
her beliefs (and relatedly feelings and actions) at all. 

cognitive attribution of this truth-telling capacity to each 

agent that grounds her rational respect, as she is capable 

of rejecting and resisting power and domination which 

in turn aim to undermine or eliminate reflexive agency.6

From Metaphysical Groundlessness to Achieving De-
mocracy: Liberal Pragmatism versus Cultural Studies

Yet even if we grant that truth-oriented discourse plays 

a role in challenging power and domination, it could still 

be argued what really counts is the moral and democrat-

ic advancement of humanity. Can power and domination 

not be challenged and overcome by other, perhaps more 

effective practices, i.e., techniques of self-invention, po-

litical mobilization, social empathy, aesthetic creativity? 

Perhaps we should be focusing on the ethico-political 

constitution of our democratic practices, how we treat 

one another, how we care about other subjects? Should 

we focus on making sure liberal democracy is estab-

lished, based on empathy and care, and ‘truth will take 

care of itself’? Thereby, we make sure that the political 

culture, in John Rawls’ sense, is up and well, and the tra-

ditional role of philosophy as a provider of metaphysical 

foundations becomes obsolete. The goal of our activi-

ties would thus not be the philosophical elaboration of 

the role of truth, or a theory of power, but the practical 

concern to improve the human condition. For Rorty, this 

ethico-political re-orientation entails anti-authoritarian-

ism supported by anti-essentialism. The grounding func-

tion of philosophy is passé, its days as a discipline provid-

6 Human agency is furthermore defined by the capacity to dis-
tinguish between one’s own beliefs and actions and those of 
the environment. It entails that this distinction is conscious, i.e., 
cognitively available to the agent herself (Mead 1934; Kögler 
2012). At the same time, one’s own actions must be understood 
to have a real impact in the world. As an agent, I must be able to 
(intentionally) cause something to be. I am also a product of the 
environment, I understand that I act, feel, and think based on 
innumerable cultural and social influences: I can only ‘be’ as an 
agent against the holistic symbolico-practical background of my 
context (Heidegger 1999; Searle 1985; 2012). But this does not 
diminish my agency, as I am capable—per definition—to con-
sciously begin an action or entertain a thought. Full social agen-
cy then requires us to have—or to assume to have—an impact in 
the world, and to distinguish one’s own from the influence and 
causation of others or external factors.
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ing ‘foundations’ and ‘legitimations’ are gone; yet we do 

not abandon our shared (Western, liberal, democratic) 

values defined by “the Socratic dialogue, the Christian 

community, and the Enlightenment science.” (Rorty 

1989). What must go overboard is merely the urge to 

justify these values via metaphysical arguments.7 Yet is it 

possible to endorse the democratic values of ‘Socratic di-

alogue, Christian communitarianism, and Enlightenment 

science’ without any recourse to truth, or at least a con-

ception of reflexive agency with an orientation toward 

truth? Or positively put, if the philosophical grounding of 

these dialogic, communitarian, and scientific values in a 

metaphysical conception of truth is no longer needed—

indeed, if it may even be harmful—what takes its place? 

How could we achieve and realize these values—the most 

pertinent pragmatic question—after the irrevocable de-

mise of their epistemic and metaphysical grounding? 

In Achieving our Country (1998), Rorty sets out to 

answer these questions by defining a pragmatic out-

look situating itself within a ‘reformist’ Left, juxtaposed 

against the previous ‘Marxist’ Left and a contemporary 

postmodern ‘cultural’ Left. The claim is that both the 

older ‘Marxist’ and the current Cultural Left stick, in dif-

ferent forms, to a theoretical mode of critique, whereas 

the ‘reformist’ Left operated from within concrete polit-

ical challenges. On the one side we have a deterministic, 

knowledge-based faith in progress or a spectatorial atti-

tude toward all things social and cultural, i.e., theoreti-

cally defined attitudes aimed at truth; on the other side, 

we have instead an agent-based, practice-oriented, and 

policy-focused participation in democratic and socio-eco-

nomic struggles. 

Rorty recalls the neglected, indeed forgotten memo-

7 In contrast to the use of philosophical arguments against the 
correspondence theory of truth, Rorty now abandons all efforts 
to justify those values philosophically; the mere endorsement 
of liberal values is no longer presented as the claim that facts 
do not entail value-orientations, or the lack of a universal moral 
intuition, or the semantic thesis that all truth depends on justi-
fication. (Rorty 1988, 31–32). It is merely asserted, somewhat 
dogmatically, as one’s chosen value-orientation.

ry of a (genuinely American) social-democratic reformism 

(roughly 1910-1960), the Whitman-Dewey legacy, in hopes 

to rebalance the relation between critique and hope, be-

tween the rejection of immoral and unjust conditions and 

a sense of pride and faith in one’s country and nation. For 

Rorty, postmodernism and its associated academic trends 

(like post-structuralism, cultural studies, literary theo-

ry, academic feminism, post-colonial studies, etc.) led, 

despite certain achievements, to a dangerous demise of 

the Left’s political force. His by now unsurprising charge 

is that their political and cultural weakness is due to an 

over-reliance on theory. The contemporary academic Left 

is held captive by the ‘spectatorial’ analysis of a mysteri-

ously opaque and yet ubiquitous ‘power’. Marxism relied 

on a ‘philosophy of history’ projecting a secure victory for 

emancipation. Its postmodernist successors preserve the 

faith in theory, yet now without hope, creating a political 

and practical vacuum de facto benefiting powerful Elites. 

One especially dangerous effect of this development 

is the neglect of the issue of socio-economic justice, 

which is part of the decline of socially reformist self-un-

derstanding in general. Rorty’s famous prediction sug-

gests that this will ultimately lead to a collapse of the sys-

tem toward the other extreme. He foresees a Trump-like 

uprising of the people against the ‘overclass.’ This pop-

ulist autocratic turn of disappointed working Americans 

not only undermines most likely procedural democracy, 

but also the moral achievements of the Cultural Left such 

as a higher sensitivity toward otherness, difference, and 

excluded voices: 

[the people]… will decide that the system has 
failed and start looking around for a strongman 
to vote for—someone willing to assure them that, 
once elected, the smug bureaucrats, tricky law-
yers, overpaid bond salesmen, and postmodern-
ist professors will no longer be calling the shots…. 
One thing that is very likely to happen is that 
the gains made in the past forty years by black 
and brown Americans, and by homosexuals, will 
be wiped out. Jocular contempt for women will 
come back into fashion. (Rorty 1998,) 

Yet despite Rorty’s commendable turn to a more prac-
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tice-oriented, politically relevant, and efficacious per-

spective, his largely dismissive assessment of the cur-

rent Cultural Left, his almost caricaturesque and at 

times superficial treatment of their perspectives and 

contributions, diminish the value of his greatest points. 

Addressing his fellow American liberals, Rorty plausibly 

emphasizes that ‘our country’ cannot just hate itself, be 

consumed in disgust or self-mockery, but requires an en-

gaged identification with its fate: 

Insufficient national pride makes energetic and 
effective debate about national policy unlikely. 
Emotional involvement with one’s country - feel-
ings of intense shame or of glowing pride aroused 
by various parts of its history and by various pres-
ent-day national policies - is necessary if political 
deliberation is to be imaginative and productive.” 
(Rorty 1998, 3). 

Instead, the wrong lessons from the Vietnam disas-

ter, coupled with the now prevalent sense of the need 

for ‘spectatorial’ analysis of power á la Foucault and 

Heidegger, convinced the new Left that nothing good is 

left of ‘our’ country.

When young intellectuals watch John Wayne war 
movies after reading Heidegger, Foucault, Ste-
phenson, or Silko, they often become convinced 
that they live in a violent, inhuman, corrupt coun-
try … this insight does not move them to formulate 
a legislative program, to join a political movement, 
or to share in a national hope. (Rorty 1998, 7)

Such self-hate or self-detachment can only lead to polit-

ical paralysis, besides alienating large parts of the pop-

ulation still captured by the narrative of ‘our’ nation’s 

greatness.8

No doubt an emotionally attached mode of normative 

self-identification and care vis-à-vis one’s own national 

context is conducive to stimulating political agency. But 

while it is true that an analysis of power, deception, and 

8 Rorty also traces this discourse of lost hope within contem-
porary American literature: “Novels like Stephenson’s, Con-
don’s The Manchurian Candidate, and Pynchon’s Vineland are 
novels not of social protest but rather of rueful acquiescence 
in the end of American hopes.» (Rorty 1998, 6) In contrast and 
on the constructive and socially progressive side, Rorty men-
tions socialist novels like The Jungle, An American Tragedy, The 
Grapes of Wrath.

violence needs to be mediated with a constructive, iden-

tifying, and forward-looking perspective, Rorty leaves 

this mediation undeveloped. It is as if the plea for nation-

al pride speaks for itself once it’s understood. Whence 

should such pride come from, and on what should it be 

based? For Rorty’s ‘virtue liberalism,’ the values of toler-

ance, openness, self-criticism, individual self-realization, 

etc. are without alternative, at least for us. As he rejects 

any meta-justification as philosophically illegitimate, all 

he can put in place is the somewhat nostalgic remem-

brance of an old ‘reformist’ Left actively fighting for 

them. According to this hopeful narrative, the ‘good old’ 

Left operated within the democratic-legal framework 

to advance progress in a piecemeal fashion: campaigns 

instead of movements, policies instead of cultural poli-

tics, legal reform instead of deconstruction and power 

analysis. Rorty sees the big advantage of the pragmatist 

perspective in its radical abstinence from any abstract 

theorizing, and in turn in their concrete emphasis on 

ameliorating conditions grounded in the here and now: 

“’Democracy’ is a great word, whose history … remains 

unwritten, because that history has yet to be enacted…. 

The Left, by definition, is the party of hope. It insists our 

nation remains unachieved.” (Rorty 1998, 8)9

One senses that the real task is to integrate the pow-

er-critical insights of the contemporary academic Left 

more productively into our democratic self-understand-

ing. Rorty rightly emphasizes that the Cultural Left’s has 

undeniable accomplishments, such as the decrease and 

elimination of what he calls ‘sadism,’ i.e., the socially 

9 One may wonder whether the difference between an autocrat-
ic rulership and a liberal democracy—which Rorty prophetically 
envisioned—may not be better helped if the latter orients the 
critique of its actual practices more explicitly in terms of (its) 
articulated values and normative principles. To orient oneself at 
this gap between existing practices and regulative ideals would 
also fit perfectly with the endorsed forward-looking viewpoint, 
instead of merely clapping oneself on one’s shoulder as demo-
cratic superiors. The ‘pride’ one may feel would come less from 
what one ‘is,’ from a stale and shallow ‘greatness’ discourse, 
but from a reflexive commitment to an ever-better realization 
of a yet-imperfect democratic state, just as Rorty intends to. For 
further discussion of how populism and autocratic tendencies 
may affect our hopes in deliberative democratic practices and 
be responded to, see Outhwaite 2022 and Kögler 2022.
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acceptable mockery and symbolic debunking of individ-

uals targeted as members of marginal groups, such as 

‘black and brown Americans, homosexuals … women.’ 

He grants that this whole complex was invisible to the 

‘reformist’ Left that he nostalgically invokes as a back-

drop to revive our national pride.10 Yet what he misses is 

that the moral accomplishments against sexism, racism, 

homophobia, and cultural chauvinism were possible only 

because the narrow national-legalistic framework of the 

old Left (including the Marxist/Hegelian tradition) was 

overcome. This in turn was possible due to the new theo-

retical resources that critical theory, Cultural Studies, and 

Continental philosophy provided. To be sure, the lack of 

mediation vis-à-vis praxis and theory which he decries in 

contemporary leftist academics isn’t even in its original 

sources.11 Nonetheless, Rorty conceives the epistem-

ic profile of the new critical and cultural approaches in 

terms of a ‘spectatorial’ episteme, while what’s at stake 

here is a rather subtle mediation of the use of theory and 

the practical side of an engaged, power-critical, and re-

sisting agency. 

Critical cultural studies conceive of agency as rad-

ically situated. This social situatedness entails a set of 

background factors and structures as co-determining 

how agency conceives of itself, the world, and others. 

It is one of the achievements of the diverse field of ‘the 

10 He also grants the new Left for the much-needed moral turn 
against the Vietnam war. 
11 The post-structuralist and Neo-Marxist perspectives had al-
ready undertaken a reflexive transformation from classic struc-
turalism and traditional Hegel-Marxism that pushed precisely 
in the direction of a pragmatic and agent-oriented perspective. 
What those theoretical shifts, say at the hands of Foucault, 
Habermas, and many others amount to, was a more subtle and 
complex integration of ‘theory’ into the practical demands of a 
liberal and transformative ethico-political vision. The overcom-
ing of a holistic ‘revolutionary’ left toward a ‘reformist’ Left is in-
deed accomplished here, albeit not in these terms, and perhaps 
not fully appreciated and understood by those who read them 
in the American context. The analysis of power in Foucault, 
and the thematization of functional systems like a bureaucratic 
administration and late capitalistic economy in Habermas, to 
name prominent examples, are practically and theoretically in-
tegrated into an “agent-based point of view” (Rorty), i.e., a view 
that Rorty preserves for his preferred versions of pragmatism. 
For Foucault’s agent-based perspective, see Kögler 2004; 2017; 
Schubert 2019; for Habermas and his tradition, see Honneth’s 
theory of recognition, Honneth 1995. 

Studies’ (Vandenberghe 2022) to have wriggled those so-

cial and cultural background factors out of the grip of an 

all-encompassing Marxist master-narrative, to open it up 

to a truly empirical yet engaged analysis of specific con-

texts, phenomena, and cases. The ‘democratic self’ of 

Rorty’s virtue liberalism is here both deconstructed and 

reconstructed, now understood to be ‘factioned,’ mul-

tiply ‘defined’ and situated, located at the intersection 

of a variety of influential forces and factors of its ‘social 

construction’—a theorem that Rorty himself endors-

es. Rorty’s own approach to such situatedness remains 

entirely moral, in the mode of humanistic care ethics, 

trying to enhance and advance our sensibility toward 

concrete situations via an empathetic reconstruction of 

their plight. Cultural Studies, instead, takes the social and 

cultural situatedness social-scientifically seriously, yet 

without reducing the self to these factors. The unme-

diated duality between a liberal self that Rorty norma-

tively endorses and his theoretical commitment to ‘social 

constructionism’ is here overcome via a hermeneutic 

attitude to understand and reconstruct reflexive agency 

as situated and shaped by objective factors, while never 

reducible to them. This requires a move beyond a care 

ethics toward social analysis—and here the demonized 

French (Foucault, Derrida, etc.) and German (Nietzsche, 

Heidegger, Benjamin, etc.) theorists come in. 

Accordingly, in Cultural Studies, these ‘theories’—or 

the respective ‘tool kits’ of analytical concepts—are ex-

plicitly employed to reconstruct the background of the 

acting, feeling, and desiring agents (Hall 1992; Winter 

2001, Kögler 2018). Agency, and thus the connection to 

the liberal self as realizing herself within a social order, is 

not lost, but better understood. The ‘theoretical,’ rather 

theoretically induced re-construction of the Background 

factors, now leads to a mapping, a discursive articulation 

of those ‘systems,’ ‘fields,’ ‘power practices,’ disciplinary 

matrices,’ etc. that can only in the superficial reader 

trigger ‘representationalism:’ It is as if Rorty reacts neg-

atively to any ‘objective’ stimulus, rejects any descriptive 
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account of reality not immediately and solely ‘located’ 

in an agent’s emotional and intersubjective situation. Yet 

the social-scientific articulations of these wider networks 

and practices within which agents find themselves are 

not ontologically detached. They are descriptively devel-

oped to allow for a more radical reflexive distanciation 

to better grasp their own situatedness. This ultimately 

leads to the multiplication of the analytical contexts. The 

diversification which Rorty—almost mockingly—invokes 

into Latin, Gay, African/American, Gender, Post-Colonial, 

Holocaust (and so on) Studies thus reflect the herme-

neutic sensitivity to truthfully reconstruct the concrete 

objective and experiential contexts vis-à-vis each spe-

cific cultural constellation. It is precisely in the name of 

an irrevocable agency of the situated subjects that no 

broad brush is used here, but that the specific contexts 

belonging to unique groups of experiences—and thus to 

specific groups experiencing them—are put into focus. 

Pace Rorty’s claim that they are ‘spectatorial,’ this di-

versification is no academic fluke, but emerged from the 

social and cultural struggles of the sixties and seventies, 

in which specific groups began to reject the stereotypi-

cal denigration and dehumanization experienced in the 

wider liberal democratic society.12 The ethico-epistemic 

care ‘to get it right,’ to truly understand how concrete 

subjects are situated, both as reflexive and self-defining 

agents and as vulnerable selves situated in matrices of 

power and domination, marks the normative superiori-

ty of this mode of cultural analysis over previous moral 

and social-scientific approaches. The multiplication into 

so many diverse studies thus reflects first and foremost 

their cultural and historical uniqueness, and as such en-

tails both a moral and hermeneutic recognition vis-à-vis 

the agents as situated in concrete contexts defined by 

power and self-expression. 

12 Already Dilthey noted that ‘understanding emerges from the 
context of life itself.’ It is the same with Cultural Studies which 
emerge from the resistance, reflexivity, and need for recogni-
tion of ever more marginalized and hitherto denigrated groups 
and subjects (Dilthey 1998; Winter 2001).

To be sure, the entailed diversification entails a whole 

new set of dangers. The first is potential fragmentation, 

because it could seem that a shared and over-arching vi-

sion is now out of reach. If the focus on some commonly 

endorsed values is lost, the cultural recognition is in dan-

ger of declining into particularistic struggles for self-as-

sertion and self-expression. While the modified success 

of legal reforms, say of the gay and feminist movements, 

may speak against this, a second problematic issue 

emerges with the concentration on group-based experi-

ences as part of addressing specific cultural phenomena. 

What is often rendered as ‘identity-politics,’ however, 

becomes problematic only if the cultural and social sit-

uatedness of certain groups and agents is reified into a 

quasi-inescapable ‘prison house of language’ (Jameson). 

Here the lack of hermeneutic and epistemic reflexivity 

reduces the reconstruction of the experiential, culturally 

defined life-worlds of agents into determining symbol-

ic orders that make a dialogic understanding, and thus 

shared political self-determination, inconceivable. To 

avoid this reification of one’s identity, the critical recon-

struction of objectifying stereotypes and discursive cate-

gorizations must be paired with the cultural and social re-

sources of situated subjects as both limiting and enabling 

resources to understand oneself as well as others, and all 

of us within a shared world. 

Perhaps the biggest problem of the new Cultural Left 

lies in its apparent neglect of the traditional socio-eco-

nomic problematics. Rorty’s favored social reformism 

rejected the master-narrative of Hegelian Marxism as 

much as it opposed the Soviet cooptation of all things 

socialist. Yet it retained a deep concern for the real eco-

nomic plight of the working class. Rorty puts the finger on 

the wound when he charges the Cultural Left’s blind spot 

here. In its theoretical master narratives, the ‘economic 

base’ cedes into the theoretical background since hither-

to neglected spheres of disciplinary and bio-power (Fou-

cault) or the lifeworld-system difference (Habermas) or 

the ubiquity of technology (Heidegger) now take center 
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stage. To be sure, these approaches retain a subtle and 

important relation to the economic sphere—factories 

are sites of disciplinary power, the functional economic 

sub-system needs to be checked for a colonization of 

the life-world, technology is tied to industrialization. But 

no doubt the focus is now, especially after their produc-

tive application within Cultural Studies, on the multiple 

socio-cultural contexts, and here on how subjects, dis-

courses, and power-practices intertwine. Furthermore, 

the bulk of Leftist energy became focused on overcoming 

practices of sexism, racism, colonialism, and imperialism 

by means of avoiding the narrow focus on just one type 

of oppression via intersectionality. Then there is the aim 

to transform the narrow national focus into a global one, 

with a major theme becoming ‘globalization,’ via cosmo-

politanism. The heightened and growing awareness of 

global warming added to the ecological fight as a major 

Leftist cause. All the while, the ‘working class’ as a polit-

ical ally, and respectively on the socio-economic condi-

tions of ‘our fellow citizens,’ cedes into the background. 

Sophisticated leftists lost interest and hope in politically 

aligning with ‘average white workers’ whose level of un-

derstanding in issues like feminism, sexism, and racism 

left much to be desired. Precisely this neglect opened the 

space for autocratic strongmen whose ascendance Rorty 

predicted. ‘Postmodern professors’ prefer Balinese 

cockfights to suburban country fairs, Madonna’s culture 

industry to Woody Guthrie’s protest songs, Black Lives 

Matter to union strikes. Paradoxically enabling a truly 

global ‘neoliberal’ super-class to hide behind a screen of 

‘officially’ democratic politics, party officials like Hillary 

Clinton add insult to injury by decrying ‘the deplorables’ 

for whom liberal values seem out of reach. 

Yet if we recall the actual ethico-epistemic profile 

of Cultural Studies, a necessary divide between cultur-

al and a socio-economical leftism is far from evident. 

Understanding agency as situated within a network of 

practices and institutions defined by power and dom-

ination suggests equally an orientation toward the so-

cio-economic resources of agency and those that derive 

from more ‘cultural’ or symbolic background conditions. 

We argued that the self is formed via social conditions, 

which define a habitual-cognitive background constitut-

ing the specific profile of skills, capacities, learned con-

tents, and traditions. Those conditions play a constitutive 

role in creating a self, as its background predefines both 

formal and content-conditions of understanding as such. 

In these background conditions, as Pierre Bourdieu and 

his school have shown, so-called economic and cultural 

factors intertwine to constitute a socio-cognitive habi-

tus (Bourdieu 2000). Avoiding a theoretical reification by 

understanding ‘habitus,’ reconstructing it with Dewey as 

inculcated habits and assumptions that are pre-reflec-

tively and intuitively guiding an agent’s self-understand-

ing, allows us to see how the ‘economic’ (material and 

social living and working conditions) and the ‘cultural’ 

(symbolically articulated and representable contents and 

perspectives) are two sides of the same coin of a socially 

induced self-formation (Burkitt 2002). 

Politically, this means that the struggle against forms 

of oppression, exclusion, domination, and denigration, 

which are on the agenda for Cultural Studies as much as 

Rorty’s reformist pragmatism, does not have to choose 

between cultural and economic types, but rather attends 

to all of them. Precisely this is how British Cultural Stud-

ies, for example in Stuart Hall (1992) and Bryan Williams 

(1977), employ tool kits from French post-structuralist 

and German neo-Marxist and critical theory to analyze 

how working-class society and working-class youth ac-

quire their socially defined yet resisting cultural identities 

(Winter 2001). Didier Eribon (2019) and Édouard Louis 

(2018) reconstruct in their class-conscious autobiogra-

phies their ‘ascendence’ from the working-class poor to 

the elevated echelons of high academic society. The me-

diation of a class-based background, broadly construed 

as entailing economic, social, cultural, attitudinal dimen-

sions, and the reflexive yet individually situated agency 

of self-understanding, is here reflexively performed. 
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Economic background factors become both acknowl-

edged as influential and yet obsolete as the only defining 

factor; similarly, the ‘high-cultural’ legacy of the Cultur-

al Left—which indeed lives on in Jameson and Adorno 

in their focus on products of cultural consumption—is 

overcome by situating the liberal (reflexive, individual, 

and open-minded) self thoroughly within its socio-eco-

nomic status condition. Such a broad theoretical basis 

is inclusive of a variety of background factors shaping a 

value-oriented and reflexive self. It thus points to a both 

economically and culturally situated self which can orient 

itself normatively within a democratic society, and thus 

to a way out of the impasse that Rorty pointed out as a 

potential predicament of the Cultural Left.

True Openness, Moral Respect, and Critical Reflexivity: 
Rorty’s Presence within Truth-Oriented Dialogue

Rorty’s approach probed us to ask whether the ‘values’ 

entailed in ‘Socratic dialogue, Christian communitar-

ianism, and Enlightenment science’ can be adhered to, 

preserved, and defended within his postmodern liberal 

pragmatism. His anti-essentialist and post-metaphys-

ical stance can make us see how the taken-for-granted 

answers and self-understandings of philosophical dis-

course do not suffice to address the inherent value-di-

mensions posed by these traditions. Rorty rightly refuses 

a metaphysical grounding function of truth, as well as 

its contemporary successor disciplines, aiming toward 

a set of infallible eternal statements. But we saw that 

he does not sufficiently make space for a new reflexive 

thematization of dialogic presuppositions, including our 

truth- or validity-orientation, which are as such contrib-

uting to a fallible, open-ended, and inclusive discourse. 

The distinction between metaphysical truth that aims 

to legitimize the substantive worldview of one’s culture, 

and a post-metaphysical orientation at truth that allow 

for an openness toward other worldviews and cultural 

backgrounds, and thus enables cross- and inter-cultural 

dialogue, escapes Rorty’s thinking. He maintains that any 

discourse is embedded in and defined by concrete ‘con-

texts of justification.’ These contexts allegedly pre-define 

what agents hold to be of value, to be ‘true.’ Any alleged 

‘universalization’ would be bound by those origins. 13 But 

as we saw, reflexive truth-orientation allows for, rather 

than forecloses, an understanding of other views and as-

sumptions, and proves effective in challenging power and 

domination. Since for Rorty a foundational truth-orien-

tation would epistemically entail cultural ethnocentrism 

and parochialism, he endorses cultural novelty, creativi-

ty, irony, empathy, etc., but excludes ‘truth, as a path to 

escape one’s parochial origins.’ Yet despite these criti-

cisms, his challenges are important for the development 

of an anti-authoritarian critique of power, even or espe-

cially if it takes its normative cues from a reconstruction 

of premises of truth-oriented dialogue.

Rorty’s rigid rejection of metaphysical truth serves us 

well as a reminder to avoid any kind of worldview-dog-

matism or Letztbegründung within any level of dialogue, 

whether it is about ‘getting it right’ about what the Oth-

er means, or whether it is about the grounds of dialogue 

as such. To understand another, as Gadamer has shown, 

requires an orientation toward the subject matter as it 

is disclosed in the symbolic articulation (text, artwork, 

action, social practice, etc.). Yet to avoid assimilation, 

we must reflexively hold at bay the substantive premises 

paired with evaluative preferences to judge what makes 

sense. A projecting judgmentalism in which we only ac-

cept as meaningful what makes sense based on our sub-

stantive beliefs and assumptions, must give way for a 

stance of true openness. The orientation toward shared 

concepts of experience serves as a regulative ideal to 

13 Mysteriously, this eagle’s eye meta-view assumes to escape 
one’s own scheme to make the assessment that all practices 
as thusly contextually bound. If this is assumed to hold, then, 
granted, a truth-orientation within any one’s cultural context 
would have to result in the projection and assimilation of the 
Other to one’s own standards. Insisting on truth would thus ex-
clude true openness for otherness. Therefore Rorty’s (however 
short-lived) appropriation of hermeneutics had to leave out the 
truth- and validity-orientation and focused entirely on its cre-
ative and aesthetic aspects (Rorty 1979).
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take seriously how the Other understands world, self, 

and others. Yet the specific conceptions, the concrete 

beliefs and assumptions, must be reconstructed through 

radical perspective-taking via bridgeheads of common 

understanding (Kögler 1999; 2011). The back-and-forth 

between self and Other requires an open reconstruction 

of the Other’s background based on a both other-im-

mersed and self-distanciating process. The claim to en-

counter one another in a truly open and mutually recog-

nizing process can so be sustained. 

Rorty’s critique of the all-too-dogmatic assertion of 

one’s own convictions is helpful and operative within 

such post-metaphysical conception of truth-oriented di-

alogue. It entails that something must be presupposed 

and yet cannot be prejudged considering just one of 

the interlocutors. Rorty’s deconstruction of any naïve 

conception of correspondence or reference raises the 

reflexive awareness that an ever so well-established so-

cial practice is still but one of the possible mediations, 

or interpretations, of how the world works, or what it 

‘really’ is. Our embeddedness in a holistic set of beliefs 

and practices, as Quine and Davidson would concur, pre-

vents us from ever reaching a final bedrock of analysis. 

True with Rorty, the philosophical dream of an ultimate 

foundation may be over; yet against Rorty, this must not 

mean that the philosophical discourse cannot redefine 

itself as a reflexive reconstruction of basic premises of 

our and any practices in an irrevocably fallibilistic spir-

it. Yet the same caution vis-à-vis Letztbegründung holds 

true also for the very discourse that aims to reconstruct 

what underlies such a dialogue. Rorty’s own conception 

of a language-as-coping based on contextually defined 

practices seems under-complex, as it simply disregards 

the truth-oriented self-understanding of agents who take 

themselves to have true and justified beliefs.

Rorty’s ethical orientation can be helpful in amelio-

rating our moral self-understanding. What John Capps 

has nicely rendered his ‘political fallibilism’ suggests that 

a major lesson to be drawn from Rorty is an appreciation 

of our moral imperfection, of the existential fact of our in-

evitable ethical failings. How should we respond to these 

failings? There exist, says Rorty, “some acts we believe 

we ought to rather die than commit…” but since “to be a 

moral agent is to be unable to imagine living with oneself 

after committing these acts,” we must take a stand (Capps 

2020). Ruling out suicide and a ‘life of bottomless self-dis-

gust,’ Rorty suggests a third option: “an attempt to live so 

as never to do such a thing again.” Such a stance will al-

low us to retain self-respect—a crucial condition for mor-

al agency –just as much as it enables us to enact moral 

commitments within social reality: “moral commitments 

become real at the point of action” (Capps 2020) 

Such a forward-looking stance at self-betterment, 

based on self-critical remembrance of past evils, can now 

to be put into practice in several ways. First, we shouldn’t 

only be focusing on the most severe moral evils we’ve 

committed but try to apply this attitude to a wide range 

of our everyday practices and contexts. We should also 

apply this stance to the moral recognition of others, 

leading to a more modest, less judgmental, more open 

and ‘forgiving’ attitude: “When others fall short in [mor-

al] ways, it may sometimes be tempting to wish them ‘a 

life of bottomless disgust’ or even some kind of social 

death.” To overcome this moral radicalism is practical-

ly needed to build alliances in democratic cultures: “An 

‘urge for purity’ is something we are ‘better off without’ 

because ‘in democratic countries you get things done by 

… forming alliances with groups about whom you have 

grave doubts.”14 But finally, we should realize that we 

might even be wrong about what we consider ‘grave 

moral failings.’ We need to keep an open mind also vis-à-

vis what we consider our most deeply held moral convic-

tions. Capps illustrates this point with the example of for-

mer Christian fundamentalist Megan Phelps-Roper who 

14 Capps supports this claim with José Medina’s remark that “be-
coming aware of the interdependences that compose our life is 
crucial for maintaining an epistemically and politically respon-
sible agency in the multicultural societies and the globalized 
world of the twenty-first century.”
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came to realize ‘that not every mortal sin is a sin,’ that, 

“in fact, God does not hate gays, lesbians, Jews, veterans, 

famous celebrities, and many politicians.” Heroically she 

risked alienating herself from her community for the sake 

of her newly found moral truth, reminding Capps “… that 

a main reason colleges need to foster ‘safe enough spac-

es’ is so that people can actually change their minds.” 

(Capps 2020)15

It’s revealing that the openness called for by Capps 

and Rorty is defined solely in terms of values based on a 

tolerant and inclusive liberal democracy. Capps acknowl-

edges that value-assumptions are at work here (“we don’t 

want to be so open-minded that our brains fall out”). But 

in Rorty’s approach, these value-orientations can only 

be dogmatically invoked as one’s cultural ethos, rather 

than offered as justifiable premises or pre-assumptions of 

moral dialogue as such.16 Yet the Other receives moral 

respect when I acknowledge not only her vulnerable self, 

but also her capacity to resist her situation, to challenge 

her environment, and even to reflexively reject the em-

pathy I am willing to offer. Empathy can be a very patron-

izing affair. The emphasis on concrete care, empathetic 

identification, abolishment of the suffering of others falls 

short of granting moral respect if it is not mediated with 

15 ‘Safe spaces’ are thus not zones of protection vis-à-vis fragile, 
easily offended, and denigrated minorities, but better under-
stood as spaces of dialogic engagement in which subjects are 
probing their views in a mutually respectful and truth-conducive 
manner. Safe spaces, if needed and justified at all, should be de-
fined by a dialogic ethic of recognition, the lack of which should 
not be accepted in other social and cultural domains either. 
They are thus not defined by a value-vacuum, or by some empty 
potential for ‘radical reflexivity’ (that is anyhow hypocritically 
re-defined by liberal convictions,) but rather philosophically 
justified by adherence to the core ideals of moral respect, mutu-
al perspective-taking, and radical openness in order to question 
and challenge beliefs and assumptions.
16 We could ask: is there anything that prevents a ‘safe space’ 
defined and defended á la Rorty from opening up a radical 
reflexivity vis-à-vis one’s liberal views, such that one comes 
to see—now that the liberal straight jacket is removed in this 
safe space!—, say, Jews, Blacks, and women as ‘actually’ infe-
rior? Ultimately, Rorty’s position has no real answer here, as 
truth—moral and epistemic—went out the window, and all we 
have left are our actual convictions and preferences. As we saw, 
Rorty doesn’t allow for an idealized reconstruction of discursive 
presuppositions, thus a more general and formal justification of 
mutual human respect is out of reach for him.

a recognition of the rational and reflexive capabilities of 

the Other. I may feel to understand the Other based on 

my own beliefs and assumptions, yet miss entirely what 

her own concerns, assumptions, and practices amount 

to. To prevent empathy from being a mere imposition of 

my own standards, and to prevent it from being trapped 

in the (however sympathetic, engaged, feeling) victim-

ization of the Other, I need to orient myself toward how 

she discloses the world, herself, and others. But to do so 

I must truthfully engage her self-understanding, aim to 

get it right, which entails the projection of her as a reflex-

ive agent interpreting her situation. True, there is no con-

text-free or preunderstanding-independent disclosure 

of her self-understanding, but this does not release me 

from my commitment to do her justice by understanding 

her as best as possible. We are thus oriented toward a 

truthful self-understanding as a regulative ideal, which, 

albeit in practice always mediated, is enabled through 

imaginative perspective-taking.

Similarly, our discussion of the true force of Cultur-

al Studies revealed yet another important dimension of 

truth in interpretation. The holistic situatedness of the 

reflexive agent within a context of background assump-

tions and practices entails that forms of power and dom-

ination lurk as meaning-constituting factors in an agent’s 

preunderstanding (Searle 2012; Kögler 1999). Rorty’s 

plea for including socio-economic factors as much as 

cultural dimensions is well taken. It can be addressed, 

without losing a connection to the liberal self, by under-

standing agency as multiply co-defined by economic, reli-

gious, social, etc. sources. Individual agency is conceived 

as both situated and yet capable of reflexive distancia-

tion. But such distanciation is epistemically most reward-

ing and politically effective when it abstracts from the 

immediate phenomenological self-understandings and 

develops theoretical accounts of power and domination, 

including the macro-forces and structures that operate 

a tergo. To construct such meta-narratives—narratives 

that lack a unique individual agent as they rather name or 
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‘represent’ transsubjective entities like practices, fields, 

relations—is a demanding affair. It aims to make cogni-

tively accessible to the agents what is not immediately 

cognitively accessible. While the effects of power practic-

es may be felt, their understanding requires a theoretical 

abstraction from the immediate contexts of justification. 

Humanist reform of punishment may only then appear 

as yet another type of power (Foucault 1979); provid-

ing social health care may be seen as intertwined with 

bio-politics (Foucault 1994); bringing reason and free-

dom to other ‘underdeveloped’ cultures may only then 

be understood as imperialist impositions of hypocritically 

employed value-schemes (Said 1979). 

For such critically distanciating practices of inter-

pretation to be justified, they must claim that they get it 

right, that they capture the actual forces and systems that 

operate behind the backs of subjects without their un-

derstanding. Rorty’s radical deconstruction of any meta-

physical Truth, against any meta- or master-narrative in 

history—his plea for campaigns against movements, for 

piecemeal reform rather than wholesale revolution—can 

guard us against authoritarian identifications with alleged 

superior Truths or movements. It guards us against a fac-

ile trust in history if we deem them good, and against a 

wholesale nihilism and defeatism if we deem them bad—

like disappointed leftists licking their wounds after the 

alleged total victory of neoliberalism. Yet objectifying 

narratives based on theoretical truths—i.e., social-scien-

tific explanations of macro-structures within the realm of 

situated social agency—need to be part of a truly eman-

cipatory academic practice. Importantly, they should 

never be reified as agent-independent super-agents, they 

always remain background forces of situated agency. But 

as such, truthfully describing such power practices must 

remain a constitutive part of any viable democratic pol-

itics. Democracy without critical reflexivity is blind; yet, 

as Rorty rightly understood, a democracy that does not 

understand itself emphatically in its own history of ac-

complishment remains abstract and empty.
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