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Let me start with a personal remark. I first encountered 

Richard Rorty’s work (though not classical pragmatism) 

sometime in 1990 and can still remember the liberating 

effect it had on my thought.1 Up until then I had been 

taught that all we have to do is to find the “right” philo-

sophical system and follow it. Such was, alas, the general 

thinking behind the philosophy education in my country 

(where the “right” system was of course Marxism, or 

Marxism-Leninism for that matter). But with the historic 

failure of that system, I came to understand—thanks es-

pecially to Rorty—that instead of looking for a substitute, 

there is no such system to follow. Rather, anyone taking 

philosophy seriously has to try to find their own way, by 

thinking openly and critically, undogmatically. Since then 

I have come to the conviction that without Rorty we can 

go no further in philosophy. 

*** 

Richard Rorty left behind a rich, complex oeuvre which, if 

we are to fully understand it, is in need of considerable 

attention from the current generation of philosophers. 

One issue that has not been satisfactorily settled is his re-

lationship to classical pragmatism (but also analytic and 

continental philosophy). In conjunction with his provoca-

tive style this has given him a reputation as a controver-

sial philosopher. The standard story (or at least part of it) 

is that Rorty misinterpreted classical pragmatism or, at 

1 Similar, perhaps, to the one Voparil (2022) mentions when cit-
ing Nancy Fraser (285, note 4). 

best used it for his own allegedly non-pragmatist purpos-

es. Radical anti-Rortyans of all stripes may even feel the 

need to paraphrase Rorty, claiming that his “contribution 

to pragmatism was merely to have given it” a new turn, 

and “to have stimulated” its resurrection. His attempts 

at resurrection have generally been approved of, but his 

new turn has met with condemnation in most quarters. 

It’s as if his mission was (analogous, again, with the fate 

of analytic philosophy) simply to dismantle it from inside 

by intruding into one (or other) philosophical camp. Or 

that he could not be a full-blooded pragmatist, only a 

pseudo-pragmatist, for he combined pragmatism with 

various features of linguistic and postmodern philoso-

phy. Be that as it may, one can hardly dispute the claim 

that classical pragmatism is so deep rooted in Rorty that 

one cannot understand him without it. And that is what 

Chris Voparil has undertaken to demonstrate in his new 

book. “The book’s basic claim is that the path forward 

runs through, rather than around or against, Rorty” (p. 

5). It would be very strange these days to think that prag-

matism might expel Rorty from the tradition (despite ad-

versaries, even in the pragmatist camp, having attempt-

ed to do so). Today, 15 years after Rorty’s demise, there 

are certainly some who would like to practice philosophy, 

including pragmatism, as if he had never existed.

Before I go any further, there is one caveat con-

cerning the method of appropriation. The problem with 

Rorty has always been his creativity—his imaginative and 

innovative attitude (falsely understood as postmodern 

“relativism” or “irrationalism”, and the like). In his writ-

ing he did not simply draw on his sources and interpret 

them in the “normal” way. He looked for inspiration. He 

attempted not only to pose new questions but also to 

reconceptualize old ones. Now, if we ask the metaphil-

osophical question, “From what standpoint should we 

interpret a set of ideas?”, there are two options: we can 

judge the older ideas from the standpoint of the new-

er ones or, conversely, judge the newer ones from the 

standpoint of the older ones. As for pragmatism, it has 
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always been—or at least should be—considered “recon-

structive,” “transformational” philosophy,2 with no in-

terest in chewing the old gum forever. In other words, 

in its classical era pragmatism aspired to be not just “A 

New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking” or, in the 

contemporary era, “An Old Name for some New Ways 

of Thinking”, but a truly (and thoroughly) undogmatic 

type of philosophy. And it really has become a pluralis-

tic philosophical community of “family resemblance,” as 

the late Richard Bernstein established some time ago.3 

It would therefore be rather strange to judge each new 

generation of pragmatists on their commonalities with 

the classics. As if any new version has no right to its own 

originality.4 But that is precisely what Rorty was doing—

breaking the crust of philosophical conventions and all 

kinds of authoritarianism. Philosophy does not seem to 

be so canonical for him (a “strict science” as Husserl or 

Russell wished it to be), governed by “transcendental” 

normativity or by the intellectual norms common to sci-

ence. Rather, philosophy is an intellectual cultural prac-

tice whose task is to be involved in fruitful transactions 

and conversations with its own historical era (not merely 

with its historical predecessors). 

Voparil’s book is “re-constructive”. That means that 

he looks “ahead” rather than “behind,” but mostly “be-

yond”. Basically, his concern is to map out how prag-

matism can be enhanced in the future even after Rorty 

(post-Rorty). It is a constructive rather than a conserva-

tive attitude. And one adopted by both classical pragma-

tists and Rorty himself. It is re-constructive because it 

cares about the tradition on which it builds. A tradition 

is not just something that has existed in the past. It is 

not the same as “old”. A tradition—if it is to be kept it 

alive—must be constantly renewed, reconstructed (even 

2 See e.g. the works of the late Kai Nielsen (1991; 1995). 
3 See Bernstein (1992).
4 Famously, Peirce moved to differentiate his version from that 
of the other classical pragmatist, James, by calling it “pragmati-
cism”. However, Peirce did not think that James’s version was a 
complete failure, as claimed in one of the stories circulating (see 
e.g. Mounce 1997).

in Rorty’s case, as Voparil is doing). Reconstruction—or 

in this case self-reconstruction—should be seen as a 

genuine pragmatist (Deweyan) strategy for renewing 

philosophy, making it more useful and interesting, more 

advanced and up to date with its own era. Moreover, Vo-

paril’s attitude is “integrative” rather than disjunctive. He 

dismisses all exclusionary readings: “either classical or 

new pragmatism”, “either Peirce or Rorty”, either experi-

entialists or lingualists. He is ready to learn from them all 

for the sake of pragmatism’s continuity. The key method 

for this is Rortyan conversationalism: looking for fruitful 

exchanges even between those who “normally” thought 

no such thing possible. Last but not least, Voparil’s atti-

tude is pluralistic. It focuses on mutual relations—both 

the influence of the classics on Rorty and his relation to 

them. It is pertinent to the question of how pragmatism 

is to be developed further. There is and should be no sin-

gle dominant way; it has to be pluralistic. Differences are 

not the same as divisions or oppositions, let alone contra-

dictions, or even antagonisms. Pragmatists do not want 

unity to descend into uniformity or even totalitarianism. 

They need open communication and collaboration. 

Thus, the key strategy in the book is twofold: 1. to 

demonstrate the commonalities between classical prag-

matism and Rorty’s version, and 2. to argue that the dif-

ferences between them advance rather than distort the 

pragmatist tradition. Voparil undertakes this strategy 

with meticulous precision, using his own original research 

in the Rorty Archive at UC Irvine as well as re-interpret-

ing a vast amount of literature. What emerges from his 

work is an important contribution to pragmatist scholar-

ship that is not uncritical of Rorty. Voparil is perceptive 

of the criticisms levelled against Rorty by Kitcher, Price, 

Brandom among others. He is prepared to both point out 

and explain Rorty’s impasses, arguing that it is possible 

to learn from them. 

As for the commonalities between Rorty and classi-

cal pragmatism, rehearsing them in detail here would be 

futile since there are many and they are quite obvious 



153

Pragmatism Today Vol. 13, Issue 2, 2022
RECONSTRUCTING RORTY, ENHANCING PRAGMATISM

Emil Višňovský

(prioritizing practice and democracy, anti-Cartesianism, 

anti-Kantianism even anti-Platonism, meliorism, etc.). 

Their common denominator, Voparil suggests, is what he 

originally dubs “Rorty’s pragmatic maxim”, i.e. “the least 

understood aspect of Rorty’s philosophy”, his normative 

orientation towards the issues that matter to humans (be 

they within or outside philosophy) and improve their lot. 

Even if Voparil does not articulate this maxim as classical 

Peirce did, providing his own, Rorty’s is the claim that the 

humanistic mission of philosophy is a vehicle for deep-

ening democracy and socio-cultural change achieved by 

philosophical ant-authoritarianism (pp. 9, 15-16, 19, 31-

32, 260, 274). Rorty’s humanistic anti-authoritarianism, 

as I understand it, in line with Voparil, is the idea that 

“nothing but our fellow humans has authority over us” 

(pp. 80-81); the belief “that there is no higher authority to 

which we owe responsibility than our fellow humans” (p. 

108). In other words, it is an anti-absolutism in the sense 

that there is no non-human absolute authority (created 

by humans or not) which might exercise power over hu-

manity, and thus it is humanity itself that is destined to 

decide its destiny. This is the crux of Rortyism that has 

attracted most of the accusations of anti-realism, sub-

jectivism, relativism, irresponsibility, and the like. Voparil 

in his textual analyses throughout the book shows how 

this anti-authoritarianism applies to Rorty’s views on 

knowledge and action and how it unites his critiques of 

epistemology and the reconstruction of ethics. There is 

nothing absolute in human moral relations, just as there 

is nothing absolute in human epistemic practices. Every-

thing is pluralistic and contingent despite the tradition in 

human culture and philosophy of searching for absolutes. 

Rorty’s anti-authoritarianism also serves as his anti-abso-

lutist antimetaphysics. In social and political contexts this 

anti-authoritarianism includes the rejection of antidem-

ocratic authorities (the difference between conformity 

and solidarity). In numerous places Voparil is clear that 

understanding Rorty correctly means thinking about his 

“maxim” of anti-authoritarianism. 

There are several other key points in Rorty’s pragma-

tism that call for such a remedy. One of them concerns 

philosophical realism. As Voparil convincingly proves in 

his chapter on Peirce and Rorty (while providing a de-

tailed exegesis of the three phases in the relation be-

tween Rorty and Peirce), “Rorty turns out to be more 

of a realist, as traditionally understood, and Peirce less 

of one, than we might expect” (p. 46). Both have recon-

structed—Rorty more radically than Peirce—the tradi-

tional representationalist realism. Being a realist does 

not mean being a representationalist based on the cor-

respondence theory of truth. Rorty learnt from Peirce’s 

triadic semiotic conception that the relation between the 

subject (mind, knowledge) and the object (reality, world) 

is mediated by signs (language),5 which he later backed 

up using Davidson’s triangulation, which leads Voparil to 

suggest that we call Rorty’s realism a “perspectival re-

alism” or “realism without representation” (pp. 47-48). 

This means that reality is always described by a particu-

lar subject who cannot stop being a human subject. But 

every human subject is, as Rorty took from Peirce in the 

most fundamental way, a practical being who cannot 

transcend the practices, one of which is semiotic (linguis-

tic) practice. For pragmatists, humans decide nothing 

unless they do so practically. Thus, it is crucial for philos-

ophy to understand human practices, and understanding 

human practices means understanding human subjec-

tivity, i.e. needs, interests, values, choices, perspectives, 

and the like, according to which human practices are 

structured. It is by no means the case that humans do not 

act unless they have achieved some “objective truth” or 

“theory”. But Rorty, with his turn to analytic philosophy 

in the 1960s, moved away from Peirce and the focus on 

linguistic practices, which was of paramount importance 

to him, even at the expense of non-linguistic practices or 

experience. Nonetheless, according to Voparil’s thorough 

explication, there would have been no Rorty-the-prag-

5 Nonetheless, he did not fully exploit Peirce’s “semiotization of 
philosophy” (see Višňovský 2017).
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matist without Peirce’s influence at the very beginning of 

his philosophical career. 

Another notoriously attacked issue in pragmatism is 

its conception of truth, and Rorty is no exception here. 

His turn to James came relatively late (in the latter half 

of the 1990s) and after it he dived even deeper into hu-

man subjectivity, focusing on the ethical and emotive 

parts of human Self. Truth is just one type of good, which 

cannot exist outside human practices, foremost among 

which is ethical practice. This kind of practice, of course, 

concerns human mutual relations, in which every form 

of knowledge emerges and functions. Epistemic rela-

tions between humans and nonhuman reality are, again, 

merely part of social practices whose plurality is open for 

all to see. Truth as made through these practices, rath-

er than found, seems to be largely—if not exclusively—a 

matter of language, of vocabularies as a whole. Moving 

away from non-linguistic practices (experience) in his 

conception of ethics, Rorty encountered tensions with 

respect to James as well as to Dewey, neither of whom 

considered giving up on the conception of experience 

altogether. Rorty had no use for the direct relation be-

tween human subject and non-human object in an epis-

temic sense, owing to his anti-representational anti-au-

thoritarianism (even though he finally acknowledged that 

the phrase “to get things right” is equal to the concept of 

truth), but came to see the role played by experience in 

changing ethical behaviour. On this much debated issue 

of the relation between language and experience, Voparil 

attempts to offer a remedy when pointing out, in sever-

al passages (see e.g. pp. 33-35), that Rorty’s aversion to 

the concept of experience was not as radical as it might 

seem. Rorty, mostly out of metaphilosophical motiva-

tions, wished to avoid making the concept of experience 

a fundamental ontological and epistemological concept 

of “pure experience” because there is no such thing. I 

think reconciliation is possible here but it requires us to 

develop fully the pragmatist conception of practices that 

includes both fundamental types: 1. discursive (linguistic) 

practices functioning based on reasons and communica-

tive norms, and 2. non-discursive (non-linguistic) practic-

es functioning based on causes and experiential norms.6

The main differences include Rorty’s rejection of 

Peirce’s scientism, James’s radical empiricism and Dew-

ey’s empiricist metaphysics. With regard to Dewey, Vo-

paril shows how Rorty radicalized Dewey’s reconstruc-

tion of philosophy by using Deweyan critiques against 

Dewey (p. 22). Embracing the idea of philosophy as cul-

tural politics brings Rorty closer to Deweyan ideas about 

the role of philosophy than his earlier stances.

The chapters on Josiah Royce and James Addams an-

alysing how they inspired Rorty may come as a positive 

surprise (suggesting that something similar can be done 

with other figures of classical pragmatism like Mead, San-

tayana and especially Whitehead), but can also be seen 

as bringing an innovative fresh angle on the typically 

Rortyan pragmatist themes of democracy, community, 

solidarity, justice, loyalty, social practice, and the like. 

Last but not least, Voparil’s work deserves merit, not 

just because he deals with pragmatism’s past, but be-

cause he cares about its future, and preferably so. The 

future is unimaginable if we do not solve the issues he 

focuses attention on. Voparil looks for new and even 

“missed opportunities” to develop pragmatism. He looks 

for continuities to bridge the major gaps and lacunae. One 

such promising field waiting development, he suggests, is 

pragmatist humanism. In considering whether anything 

important has been left out of the book, I would highlight 

the infamous Rortyan private/public dichotomy. 

There is a lot to be learnt from Voparil’s work. It 

provides a new reading of Rorty that shows he holds 

relevance and belongs quite legitimately and creatively 

to the pragmatist tradition alongside the three classical 

pragmatists. If there was ever any doubt, it should now 

be clear that it was a non-starter. After reconstructing 

classical pragmatism with Rorty, nowadays the task is to 

6 For an outline of this conception see Višňovský (2018).
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reconstruct Rorty himself which Voparil is doing. Post-

Rortyan pragmatism is not just to be reconstructed but 

enhanced with new, subtler features. Rorty urged us “to 

practice philosophy differently, in a more humanistic, so-

cially and politically aware, and communally grounded, 

way” (p. 12). Perhaps most importantly, we can hope that 

this reconstruction of philosophy as cultural politics will 

start to fulfil its crucial humanistic mission and contrib-

ute to our thinking on the problems of humanity.

*** 

Let me conclude with a quote from Voparil’s book which I 

consider pertinent to the question of what post-Rortyan 

pragmatists should seriously consider their primary task: 

“The future of pragmatism is most assured when the en-

ergies of pragmatists are devoted not to internal skirmish-

es but to building bridges to other traditions that extend 

its insights, and to advancing the tradition’s ability to ad-

dress the social and moral problems of the day” (p. 284).7 

7 This work was supported by the Slovak Research and Develop-
ment Agency under Contract no. APVV-18-0178.
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