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Chapter Two

American Dreaming: 

From Loss and Fear to Vision and Hope
Did you, too, O friend, suppose democracy was only for elections, for politics, and for a party name?  I say democracy is only of use there that it may pass on and come to its flower and fruits in manners, in the highest forms of interaction between men, and their beliefs – in religion, literature, colleges, and schools – democracy in all public and private life . . . 





-- Walt Whitman, Democratic Vistas (1871: 344)

Democracy…is a kind of religion, and we are bound not to admit its failure.  Faiths and utopias are the noblest exercise of human reason, and no one with a spark of reason in him will sit down fatalistically before the croaker’s picture.





-- William James, “The Social Value of the College Bred” (1908) 

Democracy will come into its own, for democracy is a name for a life of free and enriching communion.  It had its seer in Walt Whitman.  It will have its consummation when free social inquiry is indissolubly wedded to the art of full and moving communication.





-- John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (1927: 350)

From Stories of Loss and Fear to Vision, Hope, and Action

      For us now, as for Richard Rorty when he composed Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth Century America (1998), losses and fears deeply influence the kind of guiding vision we are able to hope for and the actions we are able to take toward fulfilling its meanings.  Writing and speaking bravely from his personal experience, Rorty told a pre-9/11 story of about how our American universities changed after Vietnam into places of cynicism and quietism – a loss of their institutional purpose that damaged his sense of meaning in living and his hope for the future, so that he then greatly feared that America’s long-loved dream of democracy might be destroyed by the forces of globalization and backlash. Out of his story of loss and fear, Rorty brought forth a guiding transformative vision of academic intellectuals shaking themselves out of less-important preoccupations and taking up their civic responsibility to tell a “new American story” that could change the future by reviving widely shared social hope, expressed in coalition-based campaigns of liberal reforms to “achieve our country.”  In the following pages of this chapter, I aim to appreciatively follow Rorty’s example of using story-telling as a process that can help us move through loss and fear to vision and social hope – a process through which many of us as individuals and all of us as an American people scarred by 9/11 still must pass in order to bring us to full readiness for democracy-deepening transformative action.  Through a close, interactive reading of Rorty’s text, however, I also aim to show that unchallenged mistakes in his telling of earlier events and in his background philosophical claims limit the usefulness of his story and vision to us now.  These faults show us why the processes of story-telling and vision-seeking we need to undertake must be social and interactive, rather than the solitary work of a “strong poet,” if they are to help us move through loss and fear to widely shared democratic hopes for our country and our world, expressed in transformative actions to achieve them. 

     Many of us who endured profound losses and a great birth of fear on September 11th – including sudden destruction of previously unchallenged images of the meaning of America’s past as well as instantaneous deflation of confident hopes for our personal and national future – still struggle with deep feelings of grief, anxiety, nostalgia, defiance, and longing for justice like those Rorty expressed in 1997.  To fittingly acknowledge what we have lost and what we now fear while moving through and beyond these deep feelings, we need a collaborative process of “American dreaming” – story-telling and vision-seeking with others, grounded in realistic insights about what brought this new era of our nation’s history into being, through which we can seek together a wise guiding path for our future that can motivate personal and cooperative commitments to transformative action.  In contrast with Rorty’s narrowly “ethnocentric” story and vision, however, the process of story-telling and vision-seeking process we need now must be both inclusively American and global in inspiration and implications.  We need a wide-awake American dream that can evoke feelings of shared pride in actively contributing to trans-generational efforts to fulfill our country’s ideal potentials – one that can foster wider, global loyalties that lead us to open-mindedly respect both our cross-cultural commonalities and our democratically tolerable differences – one that can guide us in working open-heartedly and open-handedly with others to achieve the kinds of local and global conditions that support fully human living and deeply democratic mutual flourishing.  

     In framing such a collaborative process of post-9/11 American dreaming, Rorty’s reformist “civic religion” and his “neo-pragmatist” transformative vision offer us valuable suggestions.  However, these must be distanced from his personal fears and nostalgic attachments to the past.  They must corrected by some of John Dewey’s classical pragmatist philosophical methods and theoretical insights that were born from struggles to deepen democracy in the twentieth century, including a context-sensitive employment of a “low-rise” democratic metaphysics, a sensible rethinking of the meaning of truth processes within collaborative transformative inquiry, and an openness to collaborating with diverse intellectual competitors.  Finally, our reconstruction of Rorty’s contribution to “achieving our country” must reflect lessons from our Native American neighbors about how to work wisely with the power of stories to guide our vision-questing, as many of their elders have been doing for generations, and how to work together in local and national, deeply democratic future-choosing gatherings, as many of their communities still do.

American Civic Religion and Its Opponents: Rorty’s Losses, Fears, Vision, and Hope

     What were the great losses and fears that motivated Rorty’s story-telling and vision-questing in 1997?  Both are suggested by his scorn for what he called “the academic Left” because of its failure to tell a motivating American story: “The academic Left has no projects to propose to America, no vision of a country to be achieved by building a consensus on the need for specific reforms” (Rorty 1998: 15).  As Rorty told his own American dream-story, there was a time when “the American Left” was an active and effective alliance between intellectuals and the labor unions.  However, he explained, this alliance broke down in the1960s over the Vietnam War – and also, we add, over the Civil Rights Movement, because some of Rorty’s favorite leaders of “the American Left” believed that race issues were secondary in importance and resolvable purely in terms of economic issues, and because some labor union members resisted racial integration, and because Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke out against the Vietnam War, which many labor union members supported on patriotic grounds.  

     In any case, Rorty charged, after seizing intellectual leadership of “the American Left” in the late 1960s, “the academic Left” sank into “an attitude like Henry Adams’” cultural pessimism that his contemporary, William James, regarded as “perverse…decadent and cowardly”– even into unintended collaboration with the Right – allowing “cultural politics” to replace “real politics” (Rorty 1998: 9).  Such a harsh criticism suggests that in 1997, Rorty’s greatest fear was that America’s “academic Left” would betray his intellectual legacy and the dreams of his youth.  Or perhaps he was expressing a hard-to-name sense that his youthful vision of America already had lost its imaginative power – that it had been replaced irretrievably with something less.  Perhaps this is why his analysis of what had gone wrong with America has an oddly spectatorial and retrospective quality of the kind he himself argued is incompatible with the responsibility of “the Left” (Rorty 1998: 14).  Perhaps this also is why Rorty’s transformative prescription seems to express a nostalgic longing for a long-lost struggle and an unrealistic hope like that of Kierkegaard’s unhappiest man: that the past will come out differently in the future.

     In 1997, Rorty’s transformative vision for a revival of what William James called America’s “civic religion.”  During Rorty’s youth, such a secular faith had motivated effective action by his family’s anti-communist, liberal reformist branch of the pre-1960s “American Left.”  Though always opposed by “the American Right,” Rorty tells us, this “civic religion” attracted enough popular support before the Vietnam War to motivate real progress, while sustaining for its partisans a sense of meaningful, engaged living by supporting their vision of someday achieving economic justice and equal opportunity for all.  In describing the complex times during which this American civic faith was lost by so many, Rorty admitted that the rival “New Left” did the right thing in forcing an end to the Vietnam War, which he called a necessary task, yet an impossible one for his own liberal reformist branch of “the Left” (Rorty 1998: 67-68).  Rorty devoted many more pages, however, to criticizing “the New Left” for its failure of democratic leadership after the Vietnam War, when it turned our nation’s attention to “cultural politics” – issues of race, culture, and gender identity – instead of renewing the great pre-Vietnam struggle for economic justice and equal opportunity.  

     There is some truth in Rorty’s harsh criticisms of “the academic Left” during this period: the cultural critiques of some influential French “postmodernists,” especially as interpreted by their American disciples, did indeed tend to change the subject of ethical and political debate at many American universities for twenty-five years, taking up time, attention, and opportunities that might have been devoted to democratic transformative theory and practice, both inside and outside the academy. Thus, the works of these French “postmodernists,” widely interpreted in American universities as apolitical or even anti-political, became intellectual impediments to the embattled and internally divided project of “achieving our country” during a crucial period.  Rorty himself was deeply influenced by these thinkers, as he frankly admits in autobiographical writings, and as his later works show.  In retrospect, the divisive and distracting effects these “postmodernist” works had may actually reveal a lack of careful reading by both their partisans and their critics.
  For example, Jacques Derrida, an influential French thinker who often was labeled “postmodernist,” and whose work greatly influenced Rorty, argued in Spectres of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and The New International (1994) – to the horror of some of his American disciples – that the larger point of his work always had been to unmask and to remove barriers to the achievement of social and economic justice world-wide. 

     However, “postmodernist” theorists were only a part what Rorty branded as “the academic American Left” in the twenty-five years after the Vietnam War – the thinkers Rorty seemed to fear even more are those who pursued a culturally more inclusive vision of America like those of  Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Jane Addams, James Baldwin, and Martin Luther’s King, Jr., and who achieved some practical and theoretical successes in the process.  Many new ethnic studies and women’s studies departments, as well as new courses, specializations, and research focuses within traditional academic disciplines like philosophy, sociology, psychology, English literature, and history, have emerged since the early 1970’s in response to concerns these intellectuals shared with many other citizens about American culture’s race and gender hierarchies.  Though Rorty regarded these efforts as distractions from his liberal reform agenda, these new departments and their partisans in the traditional disciplines actually have had some practical, democratic impact on matters of economic justice and equal opportunity in America, including who gets educational opportunities, who holds what jobs, who makes government decisions, and on what these focus.  In fact, beating back their effectiveness has become a major focus of conservative political activists, who have used executive orders, legislation, and appointments to the U. S. Supreme Court to widen the income gap between rich and poor, to limit the effectiveness of labor unions, and to once again limit admission to desirable education and professional opportunities to those who can pay for them or can show they “deserve” them according to standard, elite-favoring measures, including “legacy” admissions of children of alumni to their parents’ universities and social network-based influence in hiring decisions.
  “Traditional values” became conservatives’ political code phrase for advocating against feminism, multiculturalism, and recognition of the rights of gays and lesbians, and on behalf of war, capital punishment fundamentalist Christianity, fundamentalist capitalism, standardized test-focused education, and limited assistance to poor people facing socio-economic disasters, including hurricane-ravaged New Orleans.  

     Moreover, contrary to Rorty’s nostalgic hopes and despite the continuing efforts of these same conservatives, Marxists have not disappeared from the American academy, even after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.  As Robert Heilbroner and Jacques Derrida predicted, the Marxists’ call for social and economic justice has continued to have resonance in our era of poorly guided processes of economic and cultural globalization.
  In coalition with professors in the new women’s studies and ethnic studies departments, diverse cultural critics, Deweyan pragmatists, proponents of participatory democracy, and a revived “religious Left,” American Marxists now advance influential critiques of capital punishment, the American prison-industrial complex, local and international failures to respect and to enforce workers’ rights, and other anti-democratic aspects of the emerging global economic and cultural order.  This raises a practical question about Rorty’s story: how could his way of framing a liberal reformist “civic religion” guide us now in revitalizing America’s “intellectual Left,” when it retrospectively opposes all of its actual component groups, as well as the goals they advocate and the methods they employ?

     The vehemence of Rorty’s determination to erase Marxism from America’s story as he anticipated the beginning of the twenty-first century suggests that past-grounded losses and fears permeated his nostalgic hopes for a fuller vindication of the struggles during his youth of the old “reformist Left” that he described in a moving autobiographical essay, “Trotsky and the Wild Orchids,” blurring his ability to recognize new opponents and to envision more realistic, forward-looking hopes.
  Of course, as Rorty rightly pointed out, social democracy and economic justice, the ideals that guide his American “civic religion,” are much older ideals than Marxism.  In Rorty’s view, the “achievement” of these ideals actually was impeded by Marxism-Leninism – a view with which many Central and Eastern Europeans who lived through the “Iron Curtain” years as well as the still-continuing political, economic, and cultural transformative struggles that have followed would agree.  Marxism was, he asserted, “not only a catastrophe for all the countries in which Marxists took power, but a disaster for the reformist Left in all the countries in which they did not” (Rorty 1998: 41).  To move beyond Marxism’s failure, Rorty argued, “the American Left” must repudiate the Marxist claim that “capitalism must be overthrown” (Rorty 1998: 41-42).  He did not explain why, whether because capitalism as we know it is desirable or at least acceptable – a claim with which his parents would have disagreed – or because he believed its revolutionary overthrow is neither feasible nor desirable as a means of democratic transformation – a claim Dewey actually made when recommending other transformative means.  

     In order to move us all through the particular losses and fears he named in his own American dream-story, so that we can find a new vision and regain social hope, Rorty proposed that we undergo an odd kind of backwards-looking “talk therapy.” We must change the language we use when we refer to the twentieth century “American Left’s” adversarial groups and key actors, he said, in order to change what people think of them now.  We should abandon the Marxist “leftist vs. liberal” distinction, for example, and we should use the term “Reformist Left” (instead of “Old Left”) to refer to those self-described American “socialists” who “struggled within the framework of constitutional democracy to protect the weak from the strong” during the years after World War II and before Vietnam. We should use the term “New Left” to refer to post-1964 “American Leftists” who rejected the possibility of working for social justice within our existing political and economic system.  He even suggested the odd phrase “part-time Leftist” to categorize democratic reformers like Woodrow Wilson and Franklin Delano Roosevelt who were hated by both “the Right” and their Marxist contemporaries (Rorty 1998: 43-45).  

     Can changing our language in this way magically change the past and the future?  While Rorty’s proposed linguistic reform better express and honor his own experience, they clearly center some actors in our American story of “achieving our country,” while de-centering and even erasing others.  Moreover, contrary to my own experience, the political analysis with which Rorty backed his linguistic reform proposal suggested that there has been no “reformist Left” since1964 and that no self-described “New Leftists” became intra-system reformers.  However, many of my friends and I who were activists during our college years in what we still call “the Movement” would disagree, having earned graduate and professional degrees, and then invested our adult lives in working to open up democratic dialogue within the academy and within our larger society, to empower new generations of democratic activists, and to deepen democracy in our country’s institutional infrastructure beyond our schools and universities: in our churches, in the mass media, in business and the economy, in government and law, in urban planning and philanthropy, and through the arts, social research, and service within non-governmental organizations.  So what was Rorty getting at in erasing our efforts from his own American story?  

     Perhaps the linguistic reform proposal that was most important to Rorty gives us a clue by suggesting how he hoped his story would end: this was his call for American intellectuals to give up the sentimental self-designation as “Marxists” that appalls many Poles, Hungarians, and Chinese dissidents, especially because the only thing these American intellectuals mean to express by it, in Rorty’s view, is their belief that the rich exploit the poor and retain control of the system (Rorty 1998: 46).  But surely there is more than this involved in these contemporary American thinkers’ self-designation as “Marxists” – it also expresses their moral judgment rejecting the justice of the global situation Rorty himself sketched, as well as their active commitment to liberatory transformation, including by “revolutionary” means.  Rorty may have been right that most American academics who adopt the Marxist label today are somewhat self-deceived, because they have no intention to “mount the barricades” in a revolutionary attempt to overthrow our government as the first phase in profound transformation of American politics, economics, and society.  Instead, they may be wishfully dreaming of a more effectively engaged life – one quite different from that writer’s world of armchair experiences that Rorty surprisingly praised as preferable to change-movement activism in the fourth essay of Achieving Our Country, and quite different from typical academic existences of repetitious teaching and narrow, “expert” research within institutionally constricted domains driven by a “publish-or-perish” imperative.
  In spite of Rorty’s concern, the impulse such scholars feel toward a more active engaged, contributive life may fittingly express the meaning of America’s “civic religion” now. 

     Of course, Rorty could have agreed with the gist of all of these criticisms, because the main point of the future-vision he derived from his story of our country’s recent past was neither his anti-Marxist historical revisionism nor his proposed linguistic reforms, but rather his call to American intellectuals to recommit themselves to “achieving” America as what he called “the cooperative commonwealth.”  The dividing line between “the Left” and “the Right” in American politics, Rorty claimed, was always whether the state must take responsibility for a morally and socially desirable redistribution of wealth (Rorty 1998: 48).  His own transformative vision of intellectuals and labor unions cooperating to harness the powers of government to the task of creating “the cooperative commonwealth” through campaigns of liberal reforms, Rorty claimed, was what the pre-1960s Deweyan “Reformist Left” had in mind when they advocated their own version of “socialism.” In using this term in the particular way they did, he said, they were expressing the criticisms of “individualism” they had learned from progressive “social scientists” like Richard Ely, as well as “social workers” like Jane Addams who, Rorty noted, had supported the first great labor strikes and had advocated turning American universities into “something like a national ‘church.’”
  

     Of course, Rorty’s choice of a label for Jane Addams obscures her contribution as a public philosopher whose writing and activism greatly influenced William James, John Dewey, George Herbert Mead, and other pragmatists thinkers and Progressive social reformers world-wide who read her books, and in Dewey’s and Mead’s cases, actively assisted her work of democratic hospitality at Hull-House, Chicago’s pioneering “settlement house” for new immigrants to America, which Addams and a collective of women friends founded, financed, and operated.  Addams employed Hull-House as a philosophical laboratory for discovering deeper meanings and methods of advancing what she called “social democracy” through serving and learning with a diverse community of people in need, bringing her wisdom and fame that she later invested as hard-won social capital to advocate for economic justice and international peace.  Her widely read Democracy and Social Ethics (1902) impressed James as “among the best books we have produced,” and it so deeply influenced Dewey that he quoted it in explaining his own view in the 1932 revised version of the Ethics he wrote with James Hayden Tufts. 
  

     This small linguistic flaw in Rorty’s otherwise laudatory description of Jane Addams’ work in this passage from Achieving Our Country reveals two other aspects of his story and vision that need reconstruction.  First, we need to reframe his story in terms of a more accurate account of the factions and fissures in America’s political history and present tendencies.  And second, we need to reclaim the Progressives’ understanding of “socialism” as both a deeply democratic political and economic program, and a related metaphysical tool for critiquing and imaginatively transforming our cultural habits and social institutions. Concerning the first point, this may be the best place to correct Rorty’s re-telling of America’s political history, taking seriously his concern that language matters: there is not now, nor has there ever been, a mainstream American “Left” and “Right” in the Europe’s ideological sense of that dichotomy, and it would not be useful to attempt to introduce it here in the wake of September 11th, just when Europe seems to be abandoning it.  Instead, there have always been shifting, issue-focused coalitions of individuals and groups, united in some ways by what Samuel Huntington has called a broad “American Creed” and by a certain piety toward “the Founders,” but divided in many other ways – by region, race, gender, religion, economic location, profession, educational attainments, social status, and more personal “habits of the heart” like open-mindedness, compassion, and a sense of connection to a wider world, or the lack of these qualities – that neither Huntington nor Rorty recognized adequately in telling their American stories and projecting their future-visions.
  Americans’ beliefs about what kinds of roles government should play in shaping the shared conditions of our national life, and what levels of government should play these roles, have been closely tied to specific issues and have changed in different eras of our political history, except for small numbers of ideology-minded citizen-thinkers who have represented a range of views.  For example, small rival parties of ideology-minded Marxists, conservatives, and Rorty’s own liberal anti-communists struggled in small journals with one another during the mid-twentieth century, and each occasionally had some limited influence in shaping issues and policies within the wider American political discussion, but very few Americans new anything about them.  On the whole, mainstream American politics has always been a piecemeal, patchwork affair of persuasion, perspective, and temporary alliances of people constantly repacking their political baggage so as to retain at least some of their cherished old political symbols while making room for new treasures and new tools for responding to emergent new needs.  

     Attaching ideological labels like those Rorty employed to these complex, shifting alliances tends to oversimplify them in ways that even their most thoughtful members may reject.  For example, Rorty refers to the “New Left” as if it embraced a single, tightly interconnected set of issues and solutions.  However, in my experience and that of many others, “the Movement” in its ten-year lifespan was a tense coalition of groups with overlapping but sometimes rival agendas.  It emerged in part out of the Civil Rights Movement, and it embraced many children of the American labor union movement like me, agreeing in general in our opposition to the Vietnam War, but disagreeing in our views about how American society must be transformed in order to accommodate more liberatory understandings of race, gender, and economic justice.  As I pointed out earlier, we have not disappeared from the American political scene.  Instead, we have continued to develop our understandings of what democracy requires and our transformative strategies for achieving it.  Some of us have discovered Dewey and the other Progressives and added them to our lists of American heroes, while realizing that what I call “pragmatist piety” requires continuously reframing their best insights and loyally rejecting what would mislead us now.  Rorty was an obvious ally for us, as shown by many aspects of his story of “achieving our country” as well as his generous democratic practice of lending his presence as a megaphone to scholars taking real risks in democratization struggles world-wide, even though his ideological “purity” tests made it hard for him to ally himself with people who had friends like some of ours.  

 In the wake of September 11 and the wars that have followed, those of us who are committed to rescuing our shared social hope in democracy from its powerful opponents, foreign and domestic, need all the allies we can find, and an overly refined, backward-looking system of political labels that aims to show who was right thirty years ago would be counter-productive.            Therefore, let us call ourselves “thinkers” and “active citizens,” rather than “intellectuals,” a term that most Americans regard as elitist and therefore alienating. Instead of signing on as members of Rorty’s invented, carefully delimited, non-Marxist, non-religious “reformist Left,” let us call ourselves democrats, or even progressives if we wish to honor James, Dewey, Addams, Mead, Baldwin and others who found this a useful banner in the past.  More importantly, let us learn wisdom from them if we can.  Part of that wisdom includes learning from their understanding of “socialism” as in some sense “metaphysical,” going deeper than the political and economic levels on which the late, great American liberal philosopher John Rawls thought it would be possible to achieve sufficient “overlapping public consensus” to revive and expand the project of achieving democracy in our times, in spite of disagreements in our deeper, faith-linked views.  

Do We Need a “Socialist” Metaphysics and Pragmatist Philosophical Methods? 

      I think this part of my discussion of Rorty’s Achieving Our Country is really important for showing how we can tell a better “American story” that gives birth to a trustworthy guiding vision and that maps a feasible and desirable plan of action, but you can skip over it and come back later if the labels “metaphysics” and “philosophical methods” make it too scary for you to read now.  You see, in spite of Rorty’s celebration of Dewey and his fellow Progressives as philosophical and political role models for the twenty-first century, his American dream-story and the philosophical views it reflected actually downplayed the value of the “socialist” metaphysical analysis they employed so seriously.  In fact, Achieving Our Country implicitly advocates an individualist metaphysics – Rorty called it “nominalism” – and it employs a post-Freudian understanding of the individual psyche that rejects important aspects of the pragmatists’ social psychology.  In fact, the psychic power of Rorty’s American dream-story to motivate transformative action depends on forgetting important lessons from our shared past while denying powerful elements of our present national and global situation. Whether Dewey’s pragmatism or Rorty’s neo-pragmatism offers better guidance in reviving and expanding shared social hopes of “achieving our country” may seem like an overly technical question, or maybe just a matter of family rivalries, but its answer makes a great difference for how we imagine public philosophy’s role in contributing to the urgent project of deepening democracy in global contexts, and for how desirable and effective that contribution is likely to be.  

     In writing Achieving Our Country, Rorty seems to have had difficulty making up his mind about whether explaining the meaning and importance of this project to a wide “intellectual” audience requires plunging into the currently unpopular depths of metaphysics, a cold bath Dewey frequently found helpful in clarifying his thinking and never gave up, although it required him to swim against strong currents in Western philosophy and in contemporary political life.  On the one hand, against the kind of deliberative democratic process proposed by John Rawls, who famously claimed in a 1985 essay that issues of justice, including the preferability of democratic forms of living, can be understood entirely in terms of political procedures without metaphysical implications, Rorty quoted Dewey’s argument that the meaning of democracy is not reducible to a set of political forms and processes, because it is ultimately, in some sense, metaphysical: “Democracy is neither a form of government nor a social expediency,” Dewey wrote, “but a metaphysic of the relation of man and his experience in nature.”
 Almost immediately after quoting this passage, however, Rorty apologetically called Dewey’s language of metaphysics “a bit unfortunate” and he misleadingly suggested that all Dewey meant was that, contra Nietzsche, “democracy is the principal means by which a more evolved form of humanity will come into existence” (Rorty 1998: 142).  

     Surprisingly, in spite of this move to lighten the conversation-stopping weightiness of talking about a democratic “metaphysics,” Rorty went on to say, using Kenneth Burke’s language, that the human persons who emerge from the kinds of deeply democratic processes of living for which Dewey called will have “more being” than pre-democratic humanity: 

The citizens of a democratic, Whitmanesque society are able to create new, hitherto unimagined roles and goals for themselves.  So a greater variety of perspectives, and of descriptive terms, becomes available to them, and can with justice be used to account for them. (Rorty 1998: 143)  

Rorty’s phrase “with justice” carries a great deal of weight in grounding the application of his “descriptive terms,” evoking as it does older cords of shared meaning that suggest a divine perspective, or directive forces within nature, or at least some common standards of judgment within a still-vital cultural tradition.  Yet Rorty explicitly attempted to cut away each of these kinds of metaphysical tethers to the past, leaving only a slim linguistic thread: what it is possible for us to say in a common language that appeals for the liberation of individuals.  How such appeals could work, and why anyone would or should hear them, are things Rorty left unsaid.  

     These are dangerous silences for a therapeutic and transformative dream-story that aims to revive our shared commitment to the democratic change process of “achieving our country.” Such a process requires that we be able to explain ourselves to other democracy-minded thinkers and to those in various global contexts who do not share our “form of life,” and may even feel antagonistic toward it.  We will need their assent, or at least their tolerance, if we are to create together the sustainable peace that allows us to invest time and treasure in deepening democracy, instead of prosecuting wars and defending our “homeland” from foreign and domestic terrorists. 

     Rorty has failed to answer two key questions in the linguistically “lite,” individualistic metaphysics with which he undergirds his dream-story and transformative vision.  First, how should we understand the process of transforming a whole culture’s internal social relations and transactional practices, which Dewey rightly regarded as inseparable from the liberation of individuals?  And second, how should we understand the processes that shape and guide transactions among the communities, nations, and international associations that structure the relations of individuals with one another?  The answers to these questions are missing from Achieving Our Country because Rorty threw overboard the “socialist” dimension of the pragmatists’ and Progressives’ democratic metaphysics that concerns the grounding, quality, and equity of our relations with one another and with the larger whole of nature locally, nationally, and globally.  Contrary to the claims of Huntington and Rawls, the importance of a shared understanding these dimensions of reality as something to be developed is increasingly clear since 9/11; we certainly cannot treat it as already universal and operative within human rationality as such, as Seyla Benhabib suggests, following Kant, but we also cannot pretend now that individual, national, and cultural differences on these points don’t matter, or can’t be helped without making matters worse.

     Contrary to the advice of Rorty, Rawls, Habermas, Heidegger, and some of my pragmatist friends who think we should give up on metaphysics entirely, I believe it is wiser to re-engage in the Progressives’ project of reconstructing metaphysics.
  Of course, it would not be helpful to think of such a reconstructed, democratic pragmatist metaphysics as a “first philosophy” that somehow “precedes experience,” as the great medieval metaphysicians framed this field; instead, we should think of metaphysics as a reflective, even a therapeutic dimension of later thinking that can spur critical insights about our own and others’ particular intellectual habits and cultural assumptions that helped to construct our “first take” on experience, and that can help us to see that none of these are necessary, and some of them are quite misleading.
 As Larry Hickman has pointed out, such a context-sensitive, “low-rise” metaphysics can play a valuable role in challenging the common assumption that “the facts” with which the sciences engage simply reflect “the way the world is,” apart from the structures of our thinking about it and the modes of experimental transacting with it that these modes of thinking prompt.
 In addition to this critical dimension, such a democratic “socialist” metaphysics also may spur imaginative insights about how we might think and live differently in our transactions with one another as humans, as well as those with the wider world in which our lives participate. 

     A Deweyan “socialist” metaphysics also can help us to realize that the hypothetical “atomic individuals” who populate the worlds of neoclassical economics and liberal social choice theory – each seeking to advance their own competitive interests against one another in pursuit of ever-larger bundles of consumer goods and personal power – do not describe human nature as such, nor do they function merely as place-holders within data-driven, prediction-focused theorizing.  The imaginative power of this misleading metaphysical model has leaked into our larger culture, in part through the multitudes of undergraduate college courses in which countless students have been taught these economic and political ideas uncritically, even as models for thinking about themselves and the world of their future striving.  To undo the damage such unwarranted, counter-factual “individualist” thinking has wrought in Western societies and in the larger world in which these nations now wields unprecedented power, we need to reframe the work of the social and natural sciences in terms of a low-rise pragmatist “socialist” metaphysics that challenges the now-dominant “individualist” one.  We need to use such a pragmatist “socialist” metaphysics as a transformative intellectual tool that frames our evolved nature and our preferable future possibilities in terms of a better-warranted account of long human processes of development, acculturation, language acquisition, identity formation, and ideal orientation, as well as in terms of our perennial need for intimate and communal bonds with human and non-human others within well-functioning social and biotic systems.

     Moreover, we need to employ such a pragmatist “socialist” metaphysics as an tool for argumentation and a “democratic apologetics” in those academic and cultural contexts – still widespread in America – in which the older, “grand metaphysical tradition” still lingers on, serving as a source of justification for conservative forms of religious discourse as well as related aspects of our political and economic life that assume or assert their own version of “individualism” in combination with an other-worldliness the original Progressives sought to challenge.  It is as practically necessary for us as it was for them to engage in metaphysical critique and reconstruction, if we are to highlight the background problems in thinking that underlie the intuitions, allegiances, habits, and institutions that structure currently problematic patterns of social living.  To direct attention to this level of background thinking for the purpose of critical and reconstructive analysis, we must use some term or other.  Many of those philosophers and social theorists who are uncomfortable with the term ‘metaphysics’ still use the term ‘ontology’ for this purpose.  However, ontology always was and still is one of the divisions of the old-style, other-worldly metaphysics they reject, so they have not succeeded in distancing themselves from that larger project simply by employing a label for one of its branches, nor do they engage enough of the problematic terrain by restricting their concerns to ontology alone.

     There is, of course, the alternative philosophical strategy of inventing a new name instead of “metaphysics” for expressing general (even if never eternal, culture-free, context-independent) insights about how time, nature, relations, persons, minds, processes of growth, change, choice, and individuation, as well as sources of great power James sought to evoke with the label “the divine” weave deep patterns in our lives and in the larger framework of personal and transpersonal experience, within which we seek to gain some meaning-making understanding and some modicum of control.  However, simply inventing new names for referring to overlooked or misunderstood features of this dangerous yet unavoidable stretch of intellectual terrain, instead of clarifying the meanings of old terms that mark others’ maps, runs the risk of Whitehead’s choice: that the name-inventor may never be understood except by a few, because so much effort is required to learn an entirely new vocabulary for describing what initially may seem an alien territory.   Therefore, I think the wiser course is frankly to re-engage the larger battle: to reconstruct metaphysics as pragmatists. 

     For those pragmatist philosophers who are willing and able to do the heavy lifting, this means arguing that a process metaphysics is preferable to a substance metaphysics. It means arguing on behalf of a “socialist” ontology that treats relations with others as constitutive of all beings within nature, including human beings, while democratically attributing value and contributive power to each of the dispersed elements within relational networks of humans and other-than-humans, as well as to their networks as such.  At the same time, it means arguing against an individualist ontology that problematizes relations while divorcing values from nature or attributing them only to humans.  In general, it means arguing, with Dewey, that metaphysics must not be understood as a systematic “first philosophy” that somehow stands outside and prior to experience, but as a “second” or “last” philosophical activity that can assist us in critically reconstructing our experience within nature in context-sensitive, problem-specific ways. 

     Interestingly enough, in arguing for his own vision of how a historical change process of “achieving our country” could bring more evolved, “self-created” democratic individuals into being, Rorty abandoned his own linguistically “lite,” nominalist-individualist reconstruction of Dewey’s pragmatist “socialist” metaphysics in favor of a much more ambitious, quasi-Hegelian analysis of America’s political history as a dialectical struggle between “the Left” and “the Right.”  In this aspect of his story, Rorty’s “neo-pragmatist” metaphysics ironically goes too far, offering a too-weighty analysis that oversimplifies America’s political history and tendencies while fostering dangerous delusions about how and by whom a democratic change process could to be guided.
  Within his historicist analysis of the dialectic in American political history, Rorty treats “the Left” – by which he meant the now-dwindled labor unions working in concert with the revitalized cadre of reform-minded “Western bourgeois liberal” intellectuals he hoped to inspire – as “the party of hope” (Rorty 1998: 14).  Why would a “neo-pragmatist” philosopher who felt the need to explain away Dewey’s much less theory-freighted metaphysical approach import Hegel’s elaborate and historically ill-fitting metaphysical machinery at this point?  The answer once again seems to be ghosts of the past.  

     Rorty’s continuing obsession with defeating even the remnants of Marxism misled his thinking about past and future American realities.  Rorty read Marx as having erred in treating Hegel’s dialectic as useful for predicting the future, unwarrantably exceeding the limited “inspirational purposes” for which Hegel and his more careful readers like Whitman, Dewey, and Rorty himself employ it (Rorty 1998: 19).  By his own account, Rorty’s purpose in using the language of dialectic within his own American story is to reclaim it from rival Marxists, as well as to draw attention to a struggle of ideas that he believes does real work in the world.  This may explain why Rorty’s account of “the Left’s” hopeful role in American history highlights labor unions’ campaigns of reform in pursuit of social justice and equal opportunity, while at the same time oddly erasing the harsh, Marxist-sounding criticisms of America’s capitalist economic system and related social structures and political processes that once were forcefully voiced by Eugene Debs, Joe Hill, and other radical labor organizers.  Instead, Rorty’s “Left” is hopeful about creating better life possibilities by working within America’s existing economic and political institutions while refusing to accept an unjust status quo; its dreamed-of members are determined to achieve only limited, particular reforms that will stimulate Americans’ national pride and the confident individual self-creations that depend upon it.  

     Strangely enough, in spite of evoking an unceasing dialectical movement within America’s history – a potentially important insight for a more adequate American story to which I will try to do justice in Chapters Five and Six of this book – Rorty seems to express his own greatest fear in attributing to Dewey a fear of “stasis: a time in which everybody would take for granted that the purpose of history had been accomplished, an age of spectators rather than agents, a country in which arguments between Left and Right would no longer be heard” (Rorty 1998: 20).  I know of no passage in Dewey’s writings that supports Rorty’s attribution of such a fear to him.  Nor is it clear why Rorty himself feared this situation, which he seemed to think had already come to pass in 1997, or was on the verge of coming to pass.  Perhaps what Rorty feared was loss of the kind of meaning-giving vision of America he claimed as our principal inheritance from Whitman, Dewey, and others.  This is the image of an exceptional America, the fruit and “the vanguard” of human history, a collaborative creation that makes individual self-creation possible exactly because “we put ourselves in the place of God: our essence is our existence, and our existence is in the future” (Rorty 1998: 22).

     Many aspects of this startling claim about our common, trans-generational American dream that supposedly finds its prophetic sources in Whitman and Dewey call for critical challenge, but perhaps the most important one here is Rorty’s oddly Leninist-sounding suggestion that “intellectuals” who have neither a divinity to guide them, nor a set of broad, cross-cultural checkpoints in experience and nature, can and should lead an American “vanguard,” and with it, the world, into the future.  Unfortunately, Rorty calmly noted, “the price of temporalization” – of seeing the events of history as grouped into eras that have their own inner dynamics, instead of reflecting eternal processes or some larger purpose – “is contingency” – because with no larger laws of nature at work, and no guiding hand, there are enormous risks in the choices we make at any moment in time: America, “the vanguard of humanity,” may “lead our species over a cliff” (Rorty 1998: 23).  However, instead of offering even minimal criteria for determining whether he and the other “intellectual” leaders of his vanguard seemed to be on the right track, Rorty simply evoked Whitman and Dewey as companion spirits on the journey, announcing that this very lack of assurance about where we’ve been, where we are going, and how to get there makes room for “pure, joyous hope” (Rorty 1998: 23).  As Mad Magazine’s fictional hero, Alfred E. Newman, famously declared, “What me, worry?”  Rorty’s kind of pure, joyous social hope has no grounding; it is possible, he said, exactly because any grounding for our choices is impossible.

     In our real world in the twenty-first century, such supreme self-confidence is no longer possible for most thoughtful Americans; September 11th stripped away any residual belief in America’s invulnerability, and also any well-insulated assumption that the world at large will accept America’s unilateral leadership in forging a new, entirely desirable, globalized way of living.  A common social hope that is adequate to our experience of our recent past, the present, and the foreseeable future must now be more chastened, more collaboratively transactional, more experience-grounded, more susceptible to criticism and also to validation.  In contrast with Rorty’s “joyful because groundless” social hope, ours must be more akin to Dewey’s cautious, contingent hope for a better, more deeply democratic future, which he grounded and directed into the future – though also without guarantees – in two ways.  First, Dewey traced a hypothetically irreversible historical process of real, deeply felt human desire to live in conditions of mutual growth and flourishing, expressed in increasing practical commitment to the democratic ideal.  Second, Dewey proposed a self-correcting method for framing and guiding active, inclusive, collaborative efforts toward democratic social transformation.
   

     Such a faith in the eventual triumph of democracy was not easy in Dewey’s last years, when Stalin and Hitler rode the crest of history during a long, murderous, hope-devastating era that must have seemed interminable.  Such a faith in democracy is not easy now, when America and many other nations that have evolved their own approaches to democratic cultural, political, and economic transformation find themselves locked in global struggle with those who fiercely oppose democracy.  Many of our elected officials on whom we rely for democracy’s defense do not seem to understand its metaphysical, cultural, and historical depths.  They do not understand what they ask us and others to sacrifice when they propose to immolate its evolved rights and protections on the altar of an all-consuming “homeland security.” 

     When Rorty wrote in a now-distant, pre-September 11th context in celebration of the kind of unchecked national self-confidence that once made it possible for many Americans to ignore the fate of other nations and cultures, he characterized Dewey’s conception of democracy as “the only form of moral and social faith” that does not try to subject experience to some form of external control or authority.  “Antiauthoritarianism,” he wrote, was the main motive behind Dewey’s objection to “Platonic and theocentric metaphysics” as well as to the correspondence theory of truth (Rorty 1998: 29).  However, a more careful reading of what Dewey himself wrote shows that there always was much more at stake for him than a perhaps adolescent-sounding “antiauthoritarianism.”  Instead, Dewey’s commitment to democracy expressed his piety to the sources of value it serves, including gratitude and caring for nature, for those who have made one’s own way of life possible, and for the sense of gift within oneself and others that we can maintain, develop, and express only within mutually respectful and growth-evoking transactions.

     It was against Rorty’s metaphysical principles to express Dewey’s kind of pragmatist piety because he thought it involved sneaking in the Christian God, or pantheism, or some kind of ancestor-worship by the back door, which would have been dishonest for him as a philosophical “atheist” or “ironist.”  This latter, Nietzschean label Rorty used for himself evokes those heroes in ancient Greek dramas who followed their own paths without worrying about whether the gods might smite them down for exceeding the limits of the human autonomy and thereby violating divine laws and prerogatives – which they usually did.
 This is what people who would be free and “self-creating” must do, Rorty believed.  Furthermore, he argued, God-talk tends to make trouble in what Cornel West calls “the public square,” both because people worship different deities, and because reliance on any divinity diminishes self-reliance as well as democratic reliance on one another within self-chosen social solidarities.
  In later years, in dialogue with Gianni Vattimo, Rorty wrote that he had come to realize that he had always been “religiously unmusical” – that is, he had had no religious upbringing and religion had never mattered to him, in the way music doesn’t matter so much to someone who is tone-deaf as it does to someone who really hears it.  Therefore, he wished he had described himself as an “anti-clericalist” instead of an “atheist,” because the former is a political view, whereas the latter is an epistemological or metaphysical one, and the whole issue of God’s existence just was not a “living” one for him in James’s sense.  It was churches he opposed, he said, as dangerous to a democratic society.
 

America’s “poetic self-creation,” he argued in Achieving Our Country, requires breaking through previous frames of reference to become “the paradigmatic democracy . . . in which governments and social institutions exist only for the purpose of making a new sort of individual possible, one who will take nothing as authoritative save free consensus between as diverse a variety of citizens as can possibly be produced,” rejecting castes and classes as incompatible with the self-respect required for “free participation in democratic deliberation” (Rorty 1998: 29 - 30). 

     However, Rorty’s “self-creative” neo-pragmatist metaphysics now reads as a prescription for disaster, an invitation to think that there is only one possible democratic way of living – the American way, because it is “our” way – and that such a way of living must reject all claims of piety as illegitimate intrusions on individual liberty, attending to no other sources of guidance than those interactively corrected ideas of free individuals that might emerge from “democratic deliberation.”  What kind of transformative role beyond the now-underutilized franchise such “democratic deliberation” is to play is unclear, given Rorty’s clear objections to what he labels “participatory democracy.”  Rorty made two claims in defense of the kind of individualistic, “Western bourgeois liberal” society he advocated: that it would produce “less unnecessary suffering than any other” – though again, how is unclear – and that it offers the best means to achieving democracy’s greatest goal: “the creation of a greater diversity of individuals – larger, fuller, more imaginative and daring individuals” (Rorty 1998: 30).  

     Because it has not yet been achieved, Rorty argued, once again employing his quasi-Hegelian metaphysical framework, “This conception of the purpose of social organization is a specifically leftist one,” opposed by most supporters of “the American Right” because they are unwitting pawns of the rich and powerful, who exploit a convergence in their desires to prevent social and economic change (Rorty 1998: 30-31).  Such a divisive metaphysical analysis may cheer the hearts of those who identify themselves with Rorty’s “Left” because it links them with a better future, while at the same time seeming almost prescient in light of the peculiar coalition that narrowly achieved George W. Bush’s re-election in 2004.  However, this combination of context-insensitive metaphysical abstraction and argument by insult offers no guidance on the wide range of issues that might form an operative agenda for deepening democracy in America and in other global contexts today.  

     To remedy this lack, Rorty offered another worrisome neo-pragmatist claim: later “American Leftists” have offered no advance over what he claimed was Dewey’s belief that “the only point of society is to construct subjects capable of ever more novel, ever richer, forms of human happiness” (Rorty 1998: 31). This ultimate metaphysical goal, Rorty argued in 1997, offers good and sufficient guidance for a transformative democratic politics for the twenty-first century.  However, we must ask ourselves in light of the tragedy-tinged process of individual, national, and international soul-searching that September 11 has inspired, what do we mean by “human happiness”?  What would it mean to pluralize its forms and to increase the real opportunities for diverse peoples to achieve it in the kind of global context in which we now live?  What reply we might offer to those many voices in our world today who would disagree with Rorty about the point of society?  Answers to these questions are among the real-world demands on a pragmatist metaphysics today – demands that a public philosophy that draws more deeply on Dewey’s methods and insights than does Rorty’s neo-pragmatism can help us to fulfill – demands for which “post-metaphysical thinking” lacks critical, reconstructive, and argumentative resources.
Rorty’s Transformative Vision: Intellectuals Rejoin the Reformist Left

     As I explained earlier, Rorty’s vision for reviving social hope, and thereby continuing the story of “achieving our country,” casts intellectuals as a vanguard within “the American Left,” leading a democratic partnership with labor union members whose ways of thinking and living are presumed to be very different from their own: “In democratic countries you get things done by compromising your principles in order to form alliances with groups about whom you have grave doubts” (Rorty 1998: 52).  Until the fateful breakdown of this “reformist Liberal” partnership in the late 1960s, Rorty claimed, it achieved real progress by using America’s political institutions of constitutional democracy in effective campaigns to correct vast inequalities in American society: “The history of leftist politics in America is a story of how top-down initiatives and bottom-up initiatives have interlocked” (Rorty 1998: 53-55).  Looking to this precedent, Rorty argued for replacing the “anti-American” story of “the New Left” with which C. Wright Mills and Christopher Lasch influenced student generations during and after the late 1960s with his new American story, which “gives the reformers their due, and thereby leaves more room for national pride and national hope” (Rorty 1998: 56).  Instead of magnifying differences between rival democratic reformers’ visions, Rorty argues, we should emphasize continuities in the views and reformist campaigns of Herbert Croly and Lyndon Johnson, John Dewey and Martin Luther King, Jr., Eugene Debs and Walter Reuther.  This approach would help us to respectfully remember all of them as participating in a diverse but unified “reformist Left,” a model that can guide our transformative efforts in the twenty-first century.  

     This was the main transformative thesis of Rorty’s future-vision in 1997: “If the intellectuals and the unions could ever get back together again, and could reconstitute the kind of Left which existed in the Forties and Fifties, the first decade of the twenty-first century might conceivably be a Second Progressive Era” (Rorty 1998: 56).  Though it distorts the role of “intellectuals” in suggesting too much leading and too little listening, this vision was insightful in its stress on continuing efforts toward democratic reform achieved through a mutually committed partnership among diverse groups amidst significant differences in their ways of living, thinking, communicating, and imagining the good life.  However, Rorty’s vision ignored many important developments, such as the radical decline in America’s percentage of union workers, which would be even more profound except for the growth of unions in the lower-paid service sector.  It also ignored problems American unions have had about race and gender since their origins in the early nineteenth century that have always complicated more egalitarian citizen-thinkers’ support.  Its feasibility for us now is further complicated by recent decisions by the Teamsters Union and others to pursue “a bipartisan approach” to advancing their political agenda.  Moreover, Rorty’s transformative thesis ignored the practical gains that other citizen-activists working for the kind of “participatory democracy” Rorty scorned have continued to achieve since the late 1960s, especially at local levels.  Last but not least, Rorty’s transformative thesis was overly influenced by the writings of elite “Left intellectuals” who did not speak to or for the vast majority of Americans – and perhaps also, to be fair, by still-repeated anti-American comments from certain civil rights activists and anti-war activists in the late-1960s, which even at the time misrepresented the beliefs of many others in these movements, who always believed that America means more and deserves better than the injustices against which we protested.  

     These factors – both the “intellectual” influences to which Rorty gave too much attention and the social developments he ignored – may explain why his transformative prescription seems oddly detached from post-1960s reality, ironically expressing a nostalgic, spectatorial quality.  Of course, like the author of this book, Rorty was not “a voice from nowhere.”  He was a child of New York-based “reformist Left intellectuals” who grew up proud of their committed struggle, shaping his personal identity around his determination to carry it forward, perhaps in the process overstating the extent to which they and any other American “intellectuals” have influenced the course of our history.  In contrast, Whitman, Dewey, and Baldwin knew that the most important contributions American thinkers make to “achieving our country” are their gifts for hearing acutely what others are saying, for understanding what it means, and on their best days, warning, celebrating, and exhorting in tones that others can hear and consider in deciding what to do.  

     A final factor that distorted Rorty’s solitary vision of a contextually appropriate democratic transformation process for America’s present and future was a generational hang-up about whether the Cold War should have been fought, given that it entailed the atrocity of Vietnam (Rorty 1998: 56-57).  Many liberation-seeking leftists in Central and Eastern Europe supported his view that the Cold War was necessary, Rorty pointed out, though he acknowledged that many leftists in Latin America and Asia agreed with Frederic Jameson and other opponents of the Cold War.  Why does this matter now?  Rorty answered this question and explained his own stance autobiographically: he was a “red-diaper anticommunist baby” (Rorty 1998: 58).  When he was growing up, most American Leftist writers did not doubt that America was “a great, noble, progressive country in which justice would eventually triumph,” by which they meant “decent wages and working conditions, and the end of racial prejudice” (Rorty 1998: 59).  This is a hopeful vision that I and many others still share.  However, the Cold War is over.  In the global context in which we must do our “American dreaming” now, the Cold War paradigm of struggle and the old team loyalties that framed and fostered it would distort our analysis of our current situation and drain imaginative energies that we need to re-employ in deepening democracy in our own country and in other global contexts.    

     Nonetheless, if Rorty’s transformative thesis is revised in light of later developments as well as some he ignored in 1997, and if it is reframed to include language and partisans he feared – other voices of the poor, and various groups who continue to struggle against oppression linked to race, ethnicity, and gender, as well as environmental activists and the progressive, justice-focused churches he wanted to exclude from “the public square” – it could become a useful prescription for drawing upon our vast American-and-global legacy of past reformers’ historical achievements as partial guides for sustaining and realizing our democratic social hopes in this time of great need.  What Rorty hopefully called a “Second Progressive Era” will not emerge in the coming years from strategies that were only partially successful for the original Progresssives or from those that “reformist Leftists” employed with mixed results during the Cold War.   Rather, the prospects for success of this revised transformative prescription will depend on America’s citizen-thinkers serving as public philosophers in partnership with labor unions and many other “progressive” groups, all of them telling stories together that can critically and imaginatively influencing each another’s personal transformations in order to achieve the kind of democratically well-informed collaborative “unity amidst diversity” that the critical pragmatist Alain Locke called for, on the basis of which they can give rise to a shared vision to reshape the processes of globalization and war that now unevadably contextualize the project of “achieving our country.”  Moreover, as both the international character of the list of September 11th’s immediate victims and the continuing international support for finding and punishing its perpetrators clearly show, the project of “achieving our country” is both too important to the rest of the world and too narrow a focus for democratic transformative efforts in a time of locality-penetrating global interactions to exclude the people of other nations from participating in as partners in this collaborative process.  For us and for other peoples, “achieving our country” requires “achieving our world” – a more deeply democratic world that welcomes “democratically tolerable” national, cultural, and religious differences as well as individual ones, and whose citizens collaboratively shape its future with mutual respect and to achieve mutual flourishing.
Re-Centering the Economic Issues: Rorty’s Nightmare and the Dream Beyond

     The corollary to Rorty’s transformative prescription also deserves our attention now: the “Left intellectuals” who formed his audience when he presented the first three chapters of Achieving Our Country as a lecture series in 1997 must reconcile themselves with one another if they are to engage in effective transformative leadership others to re-center the economic issues that now threaten the American dream.  Rorty attempted to begin this process of reconciliation within the “American Left” by acknowledging, as a member of the older Reformist Left generation, that my New Left generation “may have saved us from losing our moral identity” by forcing an end to the Vietnam War (Rorty 1998: 67-68). Moreover, Rorty conceded, his older “Reformist Left” was wrong to focus solely on nation-wide economic reforms, rather than on more directly addressing the needs of oppressed groups, because they incorrectly believed that overcoming economic inequalities would eliminate racial and other forms of discrimination: “In retrospect this belief that ending selfishness would eliminate sadism sees misguided… Sadism [has] deeper roots than economic insecurity” (Rorty 1998: 76).  This is why, Rorty suggested, Freud has partially replaced Marx as a source of social theory, as sadism became the principal target of those members of the “academic Left” to whom his own ears were so closely attuned in the twenty-five years after the Vietnam War ended.  

     However, the “cultural Left” that emerged into academic leadership after Vietnam made an enormous mistake, Rorty charged, by focusing on a politics of difference, identity, and recognition while ignoring economics.  American intellectuals’ shift away from fighting for economic justice, he suggested, may have been due in part to resentment toward the labor unions for failing to support George McGovern for President in 1972, and also due in part to a migration of the center of “leftist ferment” from the social sciences to the humanities.  However it came to pass, the “cultural Left” Rorty criticized in 1997 had few ties to the pre-1960’s “reformist Left,” except for what he regarded as a “saving remnant” that thought more about passing laws than about changing the culture (Rorty 1998: 76-78).  While the” cultural Left” generally approved of reformist activities, Rorty noted, its own work was too abstract to guide particular political initiatives.  In any case, Rorty wrote, the dominant view within the “cultural Left” was that “the system, not just the laws, must be changed. Reformism is not good enough” (Rorty 1998: 78).  Yet the “cultural Left” proposed no alternative: “When the Right proclaims that socialism has failed, and that capitalism is the only alternative, the cultural Left has little to say in reply.  . . . Its principal enemy is a mind-set rather than a set of economic arrangements” (Rorty 1998: 79).

     This enemy mind-set against which the “cultural Left” struggled, Rorty noted, was variously called “Cold War ideology,” “technocratic rationality,” and “phallogocentrism.”  Such a mind-set could be subverted, its critics argued, by teaching Americans to “recognize otherness” and “to help victims of socially acceptable forms of sadism by making such sadism no longer acceptable” (Rorty 1998: 79-80).  In Rorty’s view, the “cultural Left” has been successful in this, and this is a good thing: “The change in the way we treat one another has been enormous” (Rorty 1998: 80-81).  Conservative critics may decry this “politicizing of the universities,” he notes, but such “outrage against cruelty” as part of the history and role of universities.  

     Moreover, stung Rorty the gadfly, “conservative intellectual” is an oxymoron, because “intellectuals are supposed to be aware of, and speak to, issues of social justice” (Rorty 1998: 82).  Of course, such a quick, ad hominem dismissal of those whose vision has governed America since the end of the Cold War, guiding the advance of economic globalization and associated processes of “democratization,” is not an argument against their views, nor is it a  counter-vision. Nonetheless, these comments show that it was not the “cultural Left’s” work against “socially acceptable forms of sadism” to which he objected, but rather their lack of comparable effort to develop a much-needed economic critique and liberal counterproposal.
     Though Rorty overstated American academics’ preoccupation with cultural issues since the Vietnam War, given that our efforts to advance economic justice and to increase equality of opportunity have drawn the fierce conservative counter-attack I described above, he was right to note that during this same period, economic inequality and economic insecurity “steadily increased” in America without effective opposition from progressives.  This left the fomenting of “a bottom-up populist revolt” to “scurrilous demagogues” like Patrick Buchanan, the one-time Republican Presidential candidate (Rorty 1998: 83).  On a global scale, this same process of American-led economic anti-equalization in the name of “democracy” was giving credence to them anti-American and anti-democratic claims of violent nationalists and transnational revolutionaries, some of whom included religious references in their recruiting justifications.  As Rorty rightly pointed out, an important factor in Americans’ increasing sense of insecurity was “the globalization of the labor market – a  trend which can reasonably be expected to accelerate indefinitely…a problem Dewey and Croly never envisaged” (Rorty 1998: 84-85).  

     In his insightful diagnosis, the world economy was becoming “owned” by “a cosmopolitan upper class which has no more sense of community with workers anywhere than the great American capitalists of the year 1900 had with the immigrants who manned their enterprises.”   Moreover, “this frightening economic cosmopolitanism has [had], as a by-product, an agreeable cultural cosmopolitanism” limited to the richest twenty-five per cent of Americans, which has added to its allure and its danger (Rorty 1998: 84-85).  In the twenty-five years before 9/11, the trend toward anti-egalitarian patterns of ownership and elite consciousness was already leading to “an America divided into hereditary social castes,” run by what Michael Lind called “the overclass” as suburbanites raised their communal drawbridges against the poor, thereby initiating what Robert Reich called “the secession of the successful” (Rorty 1998: 86).  Sometime in the 1970’s, Rorty reminded us, America’s once-progressive Democratic Party started moving to “the center,” distanced the unions, and stopped talking about redistribution of income and wealth. Thus, he harshly charged, by the 1990’s, the two major political parties offered a choice only between “cynical lies and terrified silence’ (Rorty 1998: 86-87). 

     In this Orwellian world, as Rorty wrote, academics are expected to ensure that the decisions of “the Inner Party – namely, the international, cosmopolitan super-rich…are carried out smoothly and efficiently” (Rorty 1998: 87).  This could be and has been achieved by turning attention away from economic issues and toward “ethnic and religious hostilities, and…debates about sexual mores” (Rorty 1998: 88) – in the 2004, for example, presidential and congressional elections, as the economy and the Iraq War were failing simultaneously, conservatives achieved re-election by distracting voters’ attention with claims about the threats to “traditional values” posed by abortion and gay marriage.  Even before September 11th, as Rorty pointed out, American progressives had become divided over whether to focus on combating globalization’s selfish, anti-democratic process of upward redistribution of power and wealth by calling for mitigation of inequalities between nations, or to focus on the needs of our own nation’s least-advantaged citizens, rival responses that attracted different constituencies and divided “intellectuals” from unions and the marginally employed (Rorty 1998: 88).

     At some point, Rorty’s nightmare vision continued, economic anxiety could motivate urban working people to refuse further cooperation with this erosion of their security and their future hopes, and to seek a “strongman” to lead their resistance to globalization (Rorty 1998: 89-90).  When this happened, Rorty prophetically warned, the anti-sadist gains of the past forty years could be wiped out.  Security, not civil rights, would come to dominate their concerns.  What even Rorty could not foresee, however, is how effectively such a “strongman” might pursue economic globalization after 9/11 while convincing American working people to sacrifice civil rights for the sake of “homeland security” in a war against transnational enemies who were willing to use terrorism to overcome enormous disparities in conventional power by attacking civilians and symbolic targets that left their real opponents invisible and unscathed. 

     Rorty’s prophetic nightmare shows that, in spite of his forgetful dream-image of America before the Vietnam War, by 1997, he was wide awake to the fact that economic globalization had created a sense of peril within America’s working and middle classes, to which both major American political parties responded by lying to voters about their intentions while pandering to our increasingly powerful economistic, “cosmopolitan” minority.  Rorty rightly saw America’s universities as complicit in this, training the rising members of this “econo-cosmo” minority, while distracting attention from key economic issues by focusing attention on cultural issues, and failing to theorize transformatively about the kinds of government-led, socio-economic reforms that a democratic understanding of justice requires.  

     Thus, Rorty’s greatest fear was not “stasis,” any more than it was Dewey’s, but rather end to the dream of democracy.   In what he rightly recognized as a time of democratic emergency, Rorty called upon progressives, and especially those fellow academics he so fiercely criticized, to wake up, to focus on the economic heart of the problem, to develop an economic counter-vision, and to take a leadership role in efforts to achieve it.  Reframed as a call to collaborative leadership with others who are already working for global economic democracy, Rorty’s prophetic summons is even more on target after September 11th.  Whether he is right about what we should aim to achieve and how we can best achieve it is another matter.

Participatory Democracy and the End of Capitalism: “Useless” Ideals?

     In advising us to forget our differences in order to “achieve our country,” Rorty implicitly rejected Baldwin’s insightful analysis of the inextricable interconnections between the nature and consequences of past failures of America’s democracy and an effective transformative path toward a preferable future.  Instead, Rorty designated a surprising candidate as the great problem to be overcome in restarting the democratic reform process: it is not racism, or sexism, or poverty, or any other deeply entrenched social formation that blocks our path, but rather a now-habitual expectation among American “intellectuals” that someone else will come to our rescue.  “The Left” has had trouble dreaming the common dream we have needed in such perilous times, Rorty argued, because it still awaits rescue “…by an angelic power called ‘the people’…a force whose demonic counterpart is named ‘power’ or ‘the system.’  The cultural Left inherited the slogan ‘Power to the people’ from the1960’s Left, whose members rarely asked about how the transference of power was supposed to work.  This question still goes unasked” (Rorty 1998: 102). Rorty’s memory was faulty here, perhaps because he continued to fight old battles in the hope that they would come out differently in the future.  As I will outline in some detail in Chapter Five of this book, American citizen-thinkers’ intellectual reliance on the democratic power of the people goes back to America’s founding, and even earlier.  Its prophets are also Rorty’s prophets: Jefferson, Emerson, Lincoln, Whitman, Dewey, and the other Progressives.  

     Like Robert Westbrook, Rorty was right to express concern that these great American citizen-thinkers’ shared dream of participatory democratic self-governance was in many areas short on details about how it was to be actualized.  However, this shows the need to develop those details, not a deficiency in the dream, whose power within their shared intellectual inheritance explains to a great extent why the “New Left” so passionately invoked the slogan, “Power to the people.”  This was not, as Rorty implied, some alien, foreign phrase reflecting a lack of national self-respect at the deepest layers of these late-1960’s Americans’ personal identities.  Rather, it was an affirmation of our distinctively American intellectual inheritance.  Moreover, its attractiveness abroad as a democratic transformation-guiding slogan ever since America’s founding days testifies aspects of American “exceptionalism” that we are right to value – when this is taken to mean that our county is a moral and political experiment for the world, rather than a nation apart.  

     Plunging into the Freudian language field he attributed to a supposedly monolithic “cultural Left,” Rorty confused together a power-wary Foucauldian social analysis – which suggests a power-defusing transformative prescription – with the “New Left’s” generally  power-affirming social analysis and power-redistributing transformative prescription.  The Foucauldian “cultural Left” helped to produce a “politically useless” national collective unconscious, Rorty claimed, one that “dreams not of political reforms but of inexplicable, magical transformation,” not only through its talk of power as “an invisible, ubiquitous, and malevolent presence,” but also “by adopting ideals [from the “New Left”] which nobody is yet able to imagine being actualized.  Among these ideals are participatory democracy and the end of capitalism” (Rorty 1998: 102).  

     Rorty’s analysis of Foucault’s influence on America’s “collective unconscious” included three important mistakes.  First, contrary to fact, it suggested that Foucault’s analysis of power has widespread currency within American society, whereas most Americans know nothing of Foucault and actually tends to regard power as a good thing in their nation, in the groups to which they belong, in individuals like themselves, and even among deserving others whom many of them might gladly agree to help “empower.”  Second, Foucauldians do not tend to advocate participatory democracy; instead, they tend to be wary of it.  In contrast, Jeffersonians and most Deweyan pragmatists favor it.  Third, many Foucauldians join Marxists, Christian socialists, and most Deweyan pragmatists in calling for and peering beyond the progressive transformation of “capitalism as we know it” into something better, though these strange bedfellows engage in continuous, heated battles about how to transform capitalism and toward what goals.  None of them regard “the end of capitalism as we know it” as an ideal per se.  Instead, they treat it as an objective, a mid-range goal, or an “end-in-view,” to use Dewey’s language – one that progressively unfolding meanings of the democratic ideal they favor indicate must be achieved.  

     Guiding ideals like participatory democracy cannot be, Dewey reminded us, “cookbook recipes” for actualizing final outcomes.  Instead, they are directional indicators that we must continuously throw before ourselves and retrospectively re-detail as we reflect on the active processes of transformative experience they help to guide.  Thus, careful readers of Dewey should not be surprised that, as Rorty points out,  “nobody is yet able to imagine” just how such guiding ideals would be actualized.  Deweyan pragmatists do not expect that we would or could know this, because this is not the function of ideals within democratic change processes.  Instead, at best, our ideal-guided, fallibilistic, gradually evolving, self-correcting, experience-based process of knowing contingently guides actions that, in turn, make it possible to expand our reflection-inclusive experience in the course of shaping new contexts for our future actions.  We give ourselves continuous, though not unchanging, directional guidance in new contexts by relating the projected consequences of alternative courses of choice and action to our always-incomplete, historically unfolding, location-specific, yet imaginatively extended ideals.

     Rorty tripped on his own theoretical coattails by paying too much attention to the theorists he himself castigated, and too little to others that we would do well to take seriously.  His Freudian language of “collective unconscious,” “magical transformation,” “malevolent presence,” and “dream ideals” unconnected to practical experience expressed a self-insulating thought-world that Rorty sometimes mistook for reality.  At the same time, he dismissed out of hand – ”nobody knows,” he said – various promising suggestions that have actually been offered, some of which already are being tested in Deweyan experimental practice, about how to actualize participatory democracy, including how to progressively transform “global capitalism as we are coming to know it” into a better economic system, one that fosters instead of undercutting democracy. 

For example, Rorty simply rejected practical proposals about how to use citizen participation to democratically transform our American economy, such as those by David McClean, a New York-based contemporary Deweyan pragmatist thinker and Wall Street ethics consultant, to pass greater power within corporations to shareholders, and to require that managers complete social audits as part of fulfilling shareholders’ expectations.  Please remember, shareholders are no longer just the truly wealthy; most Americans now own shares in corporations, many of these through their retirement funds.  As a result of such changes, practices of entrepreneurship and economic markets would no longer play their present roles.  This may be part of what it means to say that “capitalism as we know it” will have ended, having been progressively transformed into a more democratic economic process and institutional framework.
   Rorty would have been wise to think in such practical, progressive, transformative terms about the meaning of economic democracy, instead of unnecessarily frightening himself and others who recognize the need for change by saying, “What this new thing will be, nobody knows,” and “they never told us how ‘the people’ would learn how to handle this” (Rorty 1998: 103).  

     To become a “political Left,” the “cultural Left” will have to confront impossible questions, Rorty insisted, including how the public will gain the know-how to fulfill the roles these thinkers propose to assign to such unprepared citizen-actors (Rorty 1998: 104).  Deweyan progressives must, and in fact are confronting such questions.  However, they are framing them with the advantage that, unlike Rorty, they believe it is possible to “know” in some sense what we will need to know, and also to teach ordinary citizens how to fulfill many different kinds of roles.  Rorty could not hear the experience-based, provisional, partial solutions that twenty-first century progressives were already proposing, perhaps in large part because his long-term rivalry with Marxists who advocated “participatory democracy” made him suspicious that anyone who advocates it really could be, as Dewey argued, deriving an ideal to guide democracy-deepening transformative practice from valuable, already-experienced realities within community life. 
Collaborative Story-Telling and Shared Vision-Questing: Lessons from Native America 

     The discussion in this chapter has aimed to show what we can learn from the important contribution and also from the mistakes Rorty made in telling dream-story and future-vision of “achieving our country,” including his metaphysical “nominalism,” his preoccupation with academia, his nostalgic hope to have old battles come out differently in the future, and his “ironist” belief that one person alone can tell a hope-reviving, nation-redirecting American dream-story, unchecked by others’ conflicting memories, and uninformed by their differing experiences and aspirations. Drawing on Dewey and his Progressive friends, as well as some of my own Deweyan pragmatist friends, I have tried to show why we must learn to do better.  In  this concluding section, I will suggest how we can learn from the experiences of some of our Native American neighbors to frame the kinds of local, national, and trans-national story-telling and vision-questing processes we need now to help us move through 9/11-linked losses and fears to shared visions and social hopes of deepening democracy in America and other global contexts.

     Of course, it would be absurd to even try to summarize and to differentiate among the story-telling and vision-questing practices of the hundreds of diverse, still-living Native America cultures, so I am glad to assure you, Reader, that I will not try to do that here.  What I will do is to suggest some of their convergent insights that can help us to understand some key points for beginning the kinds of large-scale, cross-difference, collaborative processes I think we need.  In an essay called “Philosophical Windows on Native American Spiritualities” (2003), I outlined some of the convergent insights among diverse traditions of Native American metaphysics, epistemology, philosophy of language, ethics, and aesthetics that are helpful for this purpose.  Some of the sources on which I drew in writing that essay, and that I usually assign for my course on Native American Philosophies, are Robert Bunge’s An American Urphilosophie (1984), Roger Dunsmore’s Earth’s Mind: Essays in Native American Literature (1997), Bruce Wilshire’s The Primal Roots of American Philosophy: Pragmatism, Phenomenology, and Native American Thought (2000), and Scott L. Pratt’s Native Pragmatism: Rethinking the Roots of American Philosophy (2002).  All four of these books are cross-cultural reflections on ideas from diverse Native American traditions, with excellent bibliographies for further reading.  Various Native American thinkers also have worked cross-cultural philosophy in recent years, including Vine Deloria, Jr., the late Dakota theologian and legal scholar, and Thurman Lee Hester, Jr., a Choctaw philosopher who also is trained in Western analytic philosophy, Thus, as Thomas Alexander argued in “The Fourth World of American Philosophy” (1996), “If there is not yet a Native American philosophy [recognizable to Western thinkers], there soon will be.”  

     Native American philosophies are closely related to the processes of story-telling and vision-questing, both in these recently emerging cross-cultural forms that speak to a wider audience in the languages of other world philosophies, and also in traditional forms that speak directly to their communities of origin in their native languages.  This is a little hard for some Western thinkers to get used to, especially if they’re looking for a thesis statement, an argument, a main conclusion, or at least an explicit reference to some other philosophical thinker from the past.  In his Foreword to Dunsmore’s book, Vine Deloria, Jr., offered this advice for those from other cultural traditions who are encountering Native American philosophy for the first time: 

It is not enough...to read the thoughts of Indians.  Our task is to take the ideas, bring them to our inner selves, make them our own, and then see if they have applicability in our lives and in the lives and values of the people around us.  (Dunsmore 1997) 

This may be made easier by realizing that in Native Amerian thought, there is not just one meaning that a story, or vision, or dream, or ritual is assumed to have.  Instead, the process of interpretation is a process of imaginative entry into the story world that involves self-discovery, collaborative choice, and eventually, community decision and action – a process of respectfully working out meanings that do not “belong” to the story-teller or visionary, but have a larger origin and a larger purpose.  

     So understood, stories “tell” us, as much as we tell them.   They are long-lived strands of cultural experience symbolically coded in language that carries information and aspiration from the past, social social complements to the internal DNA that suggests our biological future, together helping to shape us and send us on our way.  When we tell or interpret another’s telling of a story, we enter into this powerful creative process, influencing and being influenced by these long-lived strands of meaning that not only report the past and predict the future, but also help to shape the world through us, while at the same time showing us aspects of the world that will always exceed human reach.   Stories do not tell us our “fate,” any more than DNA does, because we can learn to live with their power, to make wise choices in relation to them, sometimes to “beat the odds,” and sometimes to change their future course within and beyond our individual lives and the particular times in which we live.  

      Rorty made the mistake of thinking we could or even would really want to be self-creating, one of a kind, isolated in a moment in time, instead of what we are: “patients” as well as “agents” within the life process, to use Dewey’s terms, in our psyches as much as in our social relationships and our always-changing embodiments within an always-changing cosmos.  This living world passes though our dreams, aspirations, loves and losses, hopes and fears, reflective judging, dancing, math-making, and story-telling, as much as it does through our eating, drinking inhaling, sun-tanning, giving birth, aging, toning up, exercising to get the endorphins going, and unconsciously undergoing DNA “swerves” in the wind of cosmic rays.  The very idea of the kind of autonomy Rorty and other “Western bourgeois liberals” have aspired to is kind of crazy – but it is no wonder he wanted to distance his philosophy from the older story of science that Kant learned from Newton, that made him so crazy for freedom that he tried to split the world in two, or at least to wall off some corner as a sanctuary where our thinking and choices really matter, as we humans have always hoped they do.

     But we no longer need to fear Newton and the self-appointed death squad of philosophical freedom-killers who still say choice is illusory within a mechanical, deterministic cosmos, as they stuff their fingers in their ears to keep from hearing that contemporary scientists at the leading edges of physics and biology now fight for the other team.  These new scientists tell us how profoundly intertwined everything is around and within us – and yet, that new things happen all the time in this living and communicating cosmos, and that small things can bring about big changes, even across enormous distances.  The stories of these “poet-warriors” are very like those told by the most whole, healthy, and visionary of Native American thinkers, whose strong “spirit medicine” has helped their peoples to outwit and outlast genocide, so that Brian Greene’s latest work on “string theory” sounds a lot like  Blackfoot Physics.

     We who are so immersed in this more-than-mechanical cosmos, in which “we are all related,” as the Lakotas say, and in which everything works together non-deterministically at multiple levels and in more than one way, need not fear the loss of a valuable individuality we have not yet discovered as our hidden potential, and have not yet heard named by the “power voices” of others in a world that actually needs and calls us to become fully ourselves.  To say this is to suggest a kind of telos for human personalities, but it’s a “vague” one in James’s helpful sense, not a one-size-fits-all, least common denominator goal or purpose, and it’s neither fully detailed nor inevitable.  We must grow into it, as Dewey said, if we’re to become what we will find our fullest, most satisfying experiences in being – and that requires our affirmation and the development of supportive habits, as well as the cooperation of our social milieu, the major events of our times, and our whole biotic reality, including our own bodies.  This also is true of the subunits and elements within our lives, as much as it is true of us as whole individuals, and of the families, the social networks, the communities, and the nations of which we are parts, and of the whole human species in which all these levels of humanity participate within our largest community of life and within our even larger, still-changing, unfinished cosmos.  We only think we must be utterly self-creating, solitary, and private in order to be free when we are still in the grip of an older story whose power in our lives we don’t even notice.

     To get free – to find our individual, national, and cosmopolitan purposes as human beings and citizens of Planet Earth, and to live these in chosen, creative, responsive ways – we must learn to understand, to respect, and to work with the great power of stories.  This includes learning to work with stories within vision-questing, in which we speak to the larger world, and the world speaks back through the story-beings who also test and reshape the story, and test and reshape us, because the deeper powers of the world are at work within them.  In Native American traditions, one tells stories with care and respect, acknowledging that they are older, powerful, still-living streams of information, imagination, and inspiration, while recognizing that they are new and different each time because of the distinctive “life breath” of the one who tells them.  That is, one does not “create” stories, one “receives” them; and yet who one is as a person trusted to tell a story always enters into its stream and affects how it “comes out.”  Traditional and contemporary vision quests to help a young adult “come into power,” or to help a confused adult get back on track, are guided by stories that are both told orally and embodied within rituals, through which at least one elder takes responsibility to protect the safety of the vision-quester in the midst of all that story-power and nature-power, and to help that individual bring forth the meaning of the vision, for him or her, and also for the larger community who are affected and guided by it.  

     Story-telling and vision-questing have always enlivened and redirected larger communities, cultures, and multicultural nations, as well as individual human beings’ lives.  The most sacred story of the Haudenosaunee, also known as the Iroquois Confederacy, is the story of their founding as a unified, multicultural people out of five (later six) warring nations who had been causing one another to live for too long in loss and fear for too long.  A great Peacemaker came to them out of the northwest from another place across the waters, proposing new stories and rituals that would offer them mutual opportunities to learn from one another, to grow as individuals and as peoples, and to stand strongly together against opponents of their peace.  At first they would not listen to him because they could not understand his way of speaking, but then he found respected leader, Hiawatha, who had gone off into the woods by himself in deep grief and near-despair after his family had been slaughtered by one of the rival nations in another round of revenge violence.  Hiawatha really “got” the Peacemaker’s vision, and at the same time, he had learned from mourning within nature about the stages of grieving and recovery a person must go through after a great loss.  

     Together, the Peacemaker and Hiawatha could be heard, they could heal, and their vision could guide the beginning of a new history of their world – especially after it had been improved even further through negotiations with their most powerful opponent, who was so profoundly changed by this process that he could serve effectively as what we might think of as the first “Secretary-General” of these newly formed “United Nations.”  They ritually “buried their hatchets” under a great white pine tree, which became their symbol and daily reminder of how they had chosen, and still choose, to live in peace.   Their union, with its deeply democratic arrangements for representatives to consult back-and-forth directly with their home communities, whose consent is required for any decision proposed, negotiated, and provisionally affirmed by them around the cross-cultural campfire, has endured for over five hundred years, in spite of all adversity.  There’s a lot more to this sacred story of how loss and grief gave birth to vision and hope, but I don’t know it all – I’ve heard Jake Swamp, a trusted story-teller and sub-chief of the Mohawks, tell a one-hour version as part of a tree-planting ceremony for Earth Day, and he said there are also nine-hour versions, three-day versions, and so on, some of which he uses in working with men in his community who are struggling with grief, alcohol, and violence.  

     Many contemporary Americans are unaware that our nation’s founders “caught” this story and vision from the Iroquois Confederacy, as Scott Pratt (2002) and his sources convincingly document.  Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and their collaborators were searching for a new American story and vision that could help our diverse states and far-flung local communities to become “One Out of Many” through a way of living together democratically and a process of making decisions cooperatively that was very different from the dominant ways and processes of the European cultures out of which their families and other recent immigrants had come.  They traveled to meet with Haudenosaunee elders and leaders because they had learned from a frontier government official that these people had such a story and vision, and that it really worked.  The story that Franklin, Jefferson, and the others sought, “caught,” and retold with additions from old European stories, from the sciences of the times in which they were active participants, and from their own experience-based creative imaginations was old and new, distinctive, multicultural, cosmopolitan, incomplete and deeply flawed – yet they were hopeful that the future generations who would revise it in the retelling would make it better and better, and that it would guide a new, democratic nation that would offer hope to the world that other peoples, too, can bring forth peaceful, growth-productive, and mutually beneficial ways of living in their own global contexts.

We must “catch” this story from them and from those who have told it even better since them, keeping it alive by being both old and new, as powerful stories always are.  We must seek the guidance of our own council of elders about how to make peace, do justice, and include everyone in a process of “achieving our country,” “achieving our world,” and “saving our beautiful blue-green Planet Earth,” perhaps the largest story we can all together, as Al Gore’s excellent first efforts in An Inconvenient Truth has persuaded many of us to believe in recent years.

     Our Native American neighbors’ collaborative processes of story-telling and vision-questing that were used to frame the great American story that our founders “caught” from them, and that their successors have retold in new ways ever since, can help us move through loss and fear to vision and hope, if we refresh and re-empower these with imaginative new materials, new knowledges, and new technologies that have emerged in our local-and-global experiences in recent years.  Here are a few ideas for getting started:

· We can create more story-telling classes and “contests” – some already exist.

· We can organize gatherings of representative American Vision-Questers, with consultants from the various scholarly disciplines and “public philosophers” like those I described in the Introduction to this book acting as Deweyan “liaison officers” and facilitators among them: helping them talk to, listen to, and learn from each other’s stories, reframing questions and comments, summarizing, criticizing, and encouraging the visioning process.
· We can organize great story-telling gatherings of poets of all kinds, perhaps headlined by some of the really great ones, like J. K. Rowling, whose Harry Potter books have motivated millions of children to read, and Sherman Alexie, who in addition to being a successful novelist, is also a very funny Native American (Spokane) story-teller and winner of many extemporaneous poetry slams.
·  We can get schools, churches, community centers, youth clubs, elder homes, labor unions, and fire houses involved, all of them telling American stories that are both old and new, with winners of in-house story-telling contests taking them “on the road” to these other kinds of locations.
· We can use the existing legal framework and developed processes of urban planning that I describe in Chapter Six of this book to make story-telling part of the visioning element of land use decisions and comprehensive planning.
· We can ask candidates for public office to tell us their own American stories, and to listen to and reflect on those told by some of our best community representatives when they come around seeking our votes.

· Beyond protest and policy advocacy, we can make story-telling and vision-sharing part of the mass communicative events that movements organize in order to get their messages out.

· We can use the Internet, webcams, websites, blogs, chat roomes, and listserves, as well as television, radio, movies, newspapers, magazines, books, and personal letters to tell our stories to whoever will listen.

· We can let the best stories emerge, share them with others, celebrate them, and try them out in action, letting shared standards of judgment emerge as the world responds.

· We can draw on a Council of Elders, not as judges, but as commentators, wise guides, and roving ambassadors for a process of telling true, humane, imaginative, and hope-inspiring stories that motivate people to want to work actively toward “achieving our country,” “achieving our world,” “saving our beautiful blue-green Planet Earth,” and becoming their best selves in the process.

Such story-telling and vision-questing processes can start small and locally.  Some are already underway, and have been going on for hundreds of years, contributing powerful, well-tested strands of information, imagination, and aspiration from the American past like those I describe in Chapter Five of this book.  They can help us to revive and advance our shared social hopes now, locally and globally – if we learn how and why to tell true, humane, and realistic stories.  This is why we need what I call a “pragmatist social epistemology,” as I explain in Chapters  Three and Four.  Reader, please read on.
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