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Chapter Three

Hope’s Progress:

Remembering Dewey’s Pragmatist 

Social Epistemology in the Twenty-First Century
Given a world like that in which we live, a world in which environing changes are partly favorable and partly callously indifferent, . . . any control attainable by the living creature depends upon what is done to alter the state of things.  Success and failure are the primary “categories” of life: achieving of good and averting of ill are its supreme interests; hope and anxiety (which are not self-enclosed states of feeling, but active attitudes of welcome and wariness) are dominant qualities of experience.  


       -- John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy,” 1917: 50

Those who wish to reduce objectivity to solidarity – call them “pragmatists” – do not require either a metaphysics or an epistemology.  They view truth as, in William James’ phrase, what it is good for us to believe.  So they do not need an account of a relation between beliefs and objects called ‘correspondence,’ nor an account of human cognitive abilities which ensures that our species is capable of entering into that relation.  They see the gap between truth and justification not as something to be bridged by isolating a natural and transcultural sort of rationality which can be used to criticize certain cultures and praise others, but simply as the gap between the actual good and the possible better. 

-- Richard Rorty, “Solidarity or Objectivity,” 1985: 5

Why We Need Well-Grounded Social Hopes Now

     Since ancient times, many of the world’s great philosophies and religions have stressed the importance of hope, understanding hope as the connective center of all transactions in our human emotional systems – as the future-focused nexus of “embodied feelings” that generate and in turn are framed by those aspirational ideals that give faith and love their capacity and direction for action.  Hope draws upon yet exceeds evidence and previous experience.
  As John Dewey taught us, our hopes also include the stirrings of creative imagination in projecting a future in which the best possibilities within our past-to-present trajectory in living will be actualized.  Hope’s presence allows us to endure shock, heartbreak, and temporary defeat.  Hope’s absence or malformation can destroy our lives, as well as the complex edifices of our civilizations.  Thus, hope is a crucially important moral emotion in the lives of individuals, communities, and nations, because our hopes reflect and affect our levels and sources of “ontological security” – that is, our deep sense of whether our world is a safe, trustworthy place for us and for those we love, a place capable of supporting a future in which our longings for some kind of peace, for satisfying relationships, and for meaning in living will be fulfilled.
  

     Like some of “hope’s” customary uses in daily conversation, the philosophical literature over the centuries sometimes treats hope as if it were primarily a matter of cognitive belief states concerning the future that are insufficiently warranted by evidence, and thus, somewhat disreputable for reasonable people to entertain.  However, this tinge of disreputability rests on two mistakes.  The first is confusing hope with faith, a closely related aspect of human openness to the future that concerns what we believe is likely to happen, and also a wider picture or story of what we think or sense at some deep has been going on in the world, even though there is insufficient evidence available now to fully warrant such beliefs.  The second mistake is thinking that there is no place for faith in a life guided by reason, intelligence, or common sense; as James argued in his famous and widely misunderstood essay, “The Will to Believe” (1896), learning the truth about some complex and disputed matters requires a belief hypothetically on “passional grounds” – faith – in order to act in ways that contribute to finding out the truth about how things are, or could be with our help.  Faith and truth are topics for the next chapter – hope, the attitude of “welcome” to an anticipated or “dreamed”-of future Dewey wrote about, is my topic here.  Hope is closely related to love, understood not in a romantic sense, but as a passionate concern for some other’s life (that of one’s children, one’s neighbor, or someone who lives in a different part of our shared planet) – a trans-personal commitment to achieving a possible and preferred quality of future living that is not yet actual.  Hope, faith, and love are all deeply rooted in us: 

· in our biological nature as long-developing, intensely communal beings, 

· in our communicative nature as social beings who inherit through a shared language a set of powerful concepts that initially shape our minds, 

· in our system of moral sentiments as deeply felt motivations that reflect both biological and communicative aspects of our constitution, and 

· in our imaginative powers as collaboratively “minding” beings (to use Dewey’s term) who project a future that we “build out” conceptually in complex ways, as we continuously become individuals within collaborative social processes that seek to enhance our shared meanings, our common safety, and our transactional experience of mutual flourishing.

     Our hopes as a whole, interactive nexus of embodied-and-cognitive moral emotions involve many intentional objects and aspects of our future lives, within which our specifically social hopes concern future stages of social living in which we or those we love in both intimate and communal senses will have opportunities to fulfill important needs, to achieve individuality-enhancing and community-enhancing recognitions, and to play out our most cherished and enduring ideals in living.  Because we humans are social beings, as Aristotle noted, our experienced capacity to formulate and to sustain social hope affects the content and strength of all our other kinds of hope.  At the same time, as Dewey pointed out in rejecting the ancient Greek claim that “there is nothing new under the sun,” we experience ourselves as living within a not entirely hospitable world – a world that changes deeply at times in its on-going processes of becoming, as it did on September 11, 2001, for many Americans and other world citizens.  Such a cosmological “earthquake” damages our basic sense of ontological security and breaks some strands of the complex web of beliefs that supports our guiding faith in what’s going on, as well as our hopes concerning what good may come of it.

     At such a time of upheaval, we question how much and what we do know and can know about the world; and we rely on our creative, faith-linked hopes to motivate and to guide our efforts to “regain our footing,” so that we can deal effectively with present threats and with the project of world-remaking for ourselves and for those we love.  If we think of knowledge in terms of the old “correspondence theory of truth,” that is, as a set of uncontestable, timelessly true, context-independent beliefs signaled by a shareable personal certainty – a set of beliefs that accurately map permanent, unchanging underpinnings of this world of our experience – it seems clear that there is little we do or can know in this sense about this world on which we can reground our hopes.  This world has been too freshly broken up by human hands for those still shaking from its continuing tremors to believe that the profound change process we are experiencing now is somehow grounded in a hidden, unchanging reality.  And if this world itself changes profoundly, then it seems clear that there can be no certain, unchanging knowledge of this, our only world.  

     However, we need not, and most of us generally do not, think of the world and of knowledge in this way. We live in an era of everyday evolutionary thinking, in which most Americans take real change to be ongoing, and sometimes productive of good.  We expect that our thinking will have to change with the times, especially if we are to regain any semblance of control over the future we both long for and dread.  Moreover, like William James, John Dewey, and the other classical American pragmatists, most modern people tend to believe that there are some practical certainties and well-supported generalizations of experience that we can and do share with many others, while recognizing that even these could be wrong, or not quite right.  In addition, we may notice that there are at least some existential truths on which we would “bet our lives,” such as the truth that my beloved loves me, that my life is a remarkable gift if I can keep it in a certain kind of perspective, and that at least some other people have important things to teach me.  Such valuable “knowledges” that we need to gain from and about others are marked not by uncontestable epistemological certainty, but by deep, action-guiding, experientially warranted though fallible convictions that reflect our particular social locations within those open-ended historical processes of world-becoming that frame our faiths, our hopes, and our loves.

     Combining such provisional, fallible “knowledges” and existential truths-in-living is possible, revisable, and necessary as a basis for active, effective social hoping – but we must notice the partial, perspectival character and purpose of such “knowledges” when we seek to reground shared social hopes.  That is, “knowledges” so understood must flow into a common well where they can influence, correct, and rebalance each others’ alkalinity or acidity in creating what William James called a reliable “fund of experience.”   Moreover, these diverse “knowledges” also must contribute to and gain critical correction within common projects of developing always-uncertain though nonetheless well-supported generalizations about past events of the kinds that the various sciences strive to offer as a resource for what Dewey called “social intelligence” in living.  We need such inclusive, open-ended social and natural sciences to aid us if we are to re-gain some degree of shared, democratic control in influencing the shape of a common future that will certainly be different from our recent and more remote past in many ways, but that we hope to make as secure and humanly fulfilling as possible.  Finding good grounds, locations, and processes into which these many “knowledges” can flow effectively is a crucially important project for our times, because we need the outflows of these recombinant wells of future-focused “knowledges” to revive and to fulfill our shared social hopes during our downstream interactions with a world that will test their viability.  This is the meaning and the value of a democratic social epistemology: a project and a process for creating reliable, mutually corrective wells of “knowledges” that can revive our social hopes and correct our related faiths within those complex economies of the moral emotions that motivate and guide our collaborative employments of social intelligence in shaping a shared world future.

     An important lesson of September 11th and its aftermath is that John Dewey told the truth when he told us that we must collaboratively focus reflective social intelligence on our nation’s future in order to attend effectively to our own individual lives.  In addition, however, these recent years of shock, mourning, and struggling to reframe and reground our hopes also should make us realize that we cannot fulfill our nation’s democratic potential in ways that will allow us to live secure, free, and flourishing lives as individuals and as an American people unless we at the same time bring a sustainable, richly diverse, transformatively energetic, deeply democratic global community into being.  Without a wider democratic commitment to aid other world citizens in their projects of transforming their own local contexts, Richard Rorty’s proposed campaign in Achieving Our Country (1998) to assure economic justice for all Americans sets too low a horizon of hope to be feasible now.  

     In order to revive Americans’ hopes for living in our post-9/11 era, we must re-contextualize them, with the guidance of Dewey’s inclusive, creative democratic ideal, and within the wider currents of now-mutual global influences.  Attempting to ignore other global contexts of human hoping, or to protect our nation from the reflux power of global currents through military and economic might – ethically grounded only by an uncritical patriotism that cheers “our way” and castigates other peoples as evil – will prove to be as futile as the apocryphal efforts of the old woman to brush back the sea with her broom.  Instead, we must recognize that powerful cross-cultural currents of influence carry within them differing historical standpoints, rival memories, differing needs, and deep challenges to some of America’s customary ways of thinking and living that had become so normal to most Americans before September 11 as to be almost invisible to us, because they seemed so obvious, so universal, so unalterable, so right.
  Now, however, world events of human making are rushing toward a “perfect storm” that will destroy all values and lifeways in its path – unless human choices and actions can somehow turn events in a different direction. 

     Thus, hope’s key question for Americans and for other peoples at this moment of historical divergence between very different paths of future-making effort must be this: on what shall our future-shaping choices and actions be based?  Shall we base them on narrow, “ethnocentric” loyalties directing more concerted efforts to a fulfill an exclusively American dream, as Richard Rorty recommended at the end of the last century?  Or shall we cultivate wider, still to-be-achieved global loyalties like those Walt Whitman, William James, Josiah Royce, John Dewey, Jane Addams, George Herbert Mead, and Alain Locke envisioned and fostered at the last century’s beginning?   These would be utopian, world-embracing, “cosmopolitan” loyalties that are at the same time locality-born and proudly “provincial” in the best pragmatist sense of the word.  These would be loyalties that can sustain tragedy-chastened, knowledge-guided processes of recognizing and repairing harms and neglect from the past, while reviving and guiding shared hopes for a global future in which the contents of every people’s dreams are mutually conditioned by commitment to the opportunities of other peoples to actualize their hopes, too, as long as these are democratically tolerable.  

     If we are prepared to risk our future on the former, more parochial choice, we may choose to accept Rorty’s verdict that we no longer need historical knowledge, careful memory, and a sense of the divine acting within our world, because these block the creative processes of “joyous social hope.”  If we choose this path, however, we must also hope against reason and evidence that an “invisible hand” will somehow reconcile the seemingly incompatible hopes of rival peoples in the world today, some of which have fermented into a heady brew of frustration and wrath exactly because other peoples’ powerful dream-nectars, including America’s, have led to ignoring and to forgetting their neighbors’ equally great need for life-sustaining hope.  This is the epistemological and moral risk of Rorty’s American “ethnocentrism,” which grew out of his own late-twentieth century reading of history, his own sense of the urgency of reviving Americans’ hopes for our country, and his own Nietzschean “neo-pragmatist” philosophical sensibilities, which led him to distrust any quest for the kinds of social knowledge that could effectively and critically guide and sustain cross-cultural loyalties and globally shared social hopes.
 

     Like the classical American pragmatists before him, Rorty was right to reject the tempting vision of a complete, timeless, and unchanging Super-Truth somehow grounded in a fixed and unchanging moral, natural, and supernatural reality, and graspable with certainty as such.  Claims of possessing such a Super-Truth have been used again and again historically in attempts to defeat and to silence rival absolutisms of nation, culture, and religion in ways that still keep the world churning in what Alain Locke called “value strife.” In our own times, such value strife has flared into devastating wars and acts of terrorism that have kept us as differing human peoples from collaborating effectively to end many forms of unnecessary human misery, to open up the possibilities of more desirable lives for more people, and to find ways of living more gracefully and sustainably within our ecosystem.  With Rorty, I believe that we twenty-first century people must give up what Dewey called “the quest for certainty” for three reasons. First, it makes us monsters to others when we think we have it and they lack it.  Second, it gets in the way of working together to improve the real conditions we and our fellows live in.  And third, it always was based on beliefs about the way the world is and about our role within it that we have increasingly good reasons to regard as false – and not just harmlessly false, but dangerous.  However, Rorty went “too far,” as Pascal Engel justly suggested, in concluding that we should “give up on truth.” 
 This compelling set of reasons for rejecting “the quest for certainty” about the Super-Truth does not mean that we do not need truth per se, and that we do not already know many truths that matter.  We do know many such truths, and we have the means of learning many more truths that can guide our process of meaning-making in living – if we have enough practical wisdom to choose to use them. 

     If, against Rorty’s best advice, we choose to re-claim social knowledge, careful memory, and what James called a vague sense of the divine acting within history as our best tools for forging the wider hopes and cosmopolitan-and-provincial loyalties that Josiah Royce mapped for the future, and that all of our lives depend upon now, we would be wise to do so in a way that heeds Rorty’s warnings about how these powerful concepts have been used as instruments of cruelty in the inquisitions and the holy wars of the past.  Instead, we must develop a democratic social epistemology that inclusively yet critically re-combines and mutually corrects all the perspectival knowledges that flow from differing, often rival social locations, deepening these provisional knowledges with those existential truths-in-living on which each of us is betting our lives, and balancing its live intellectual “water quality” by adding the often-reliable though always-revisable generalizations of open, collaborative, future-oriented sciences and other cross-disciplinary inquiries. This is how we can create the kind of “common well of knowing” that James imagined – a pooled social intelligence that can enliven, correct, and guide widely shared, diversity-embracing social hopes.  Drawing on Dewey’s wise insights, we must inclusively reframe contemporary social epistemology in pragmatist terms that allow us to critically reclaim shared lessons from a contested geo-political history, and also from the harsh clash of cultures and the global social-environmental erosions that mark our present time, in order to revitalize and to direct hope’s progress toward more deeply democratic ends that collaborating peoples can sustain and progressively achieve in diverse global contexts.  

     Toward this larger purpose, it will be useful and perhaps necessary here, given Rorty’s contemporary influence, to discuss in greater detail why he recommended against this choice.  In suggesting his reasoning in Achieving Our Country and Philosophy and Social Hope, Rorty  expressed some widely shared post-modernist sensibilities while re-introducing the intellectual resources of the classical American pragmatists and other great American thinkers to a wide international audience.  Unfortunately, he did so in terms that significantly misrepresent their views and obscure some of their best insights, which would be of great help as guides to our reflection and action now.  In order to reclaim pragmatism’s meaning and methods from Rorty’s neo-pragmatist appropriation, it will be necessary to show, first, that he systematically misreads both Dewey and Whitman, and second, that that his neo-pragmatist alternative to a democratic social epistemology leads to a dead end that can be avoided by retracing our steps back to and then beyond the epistemological methods of the classical American pragmatists.

     Remembering Dewey in this way will not be an example of the kind of change-denying anachronism that often attends philosophical retrievals from the works of earlier generations.  Instead, it will be an example of what I call “pragmatist piety,” which involves three phases.  first, I will critically winnow this earlier pragmatist’s works to find aspects that represent areas of historical continuity and thus, offer seeds of useful guidance for our own times.  Second, I will try to fan out any “chaff” of Dewey’spersonal limitations, lapsed freshness, and now-clearer wrong-headedness.  And third, I will add complementary new theoretical concepts and methods that acknowledge and help us to handle the emergence of genuinely new, discontinuous events and strains within recent stretches of our on-going streams of shared experience.  

     My choice of the phrase “pragmatist social epistemology” to describe the larger process of which such a textual retrieval is one part is an example of this kind of “pragmatist piety.”  My choice of this label for the larger project and process cues a still-important emphasis on “the social” that characterized the works of classical American pragmatists like Peirce, James, Royce, Dewey, Addams, Mead, and Locke, directing us toward aspects of their work that have continuing value for serious thinkers and world citizens of the twenty-first century.  At the same time, it specifically rejects as wrong-headed one of Dewey’s well-known conceptual advisories in “The Need for a Recovery in Philosophy,” which many (including Rorty) have taken to mean that we should give up epistemology entirely.  In contrast with this widely shared interpretation of Dewey’s view, I believe that twenty-first century pragmatist public philosophers must reclaim and reconstruct the broad philosophical field of epistemology, and especially deeply democratic social epistemology.  Let me explain.

Beyond Ethnocentrism: Why We Need a Pragmatist Social Epistemology

      In “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy” (1917), Dewey famously criticized “the epistemology industry” as the preoccupation of mainstream modern philosophy, challenging its continuing tendency to chew the woody cud of originally misconceived, now-traditional philosophical problems, such as the mind-body problem, while ignoring the contemporary efforts of both scientists and ordinary citizens to grapple with new, emergent problems that call for new ways of thinking.  Regarding the proper work of philosophy as its original project of developing concepts and methods for the guidance of thinking, Dewey called for “a recovery of philosophy” that would return philosophers to valuable service as polymath “liaison officers” among diverse disciplines and contemporary projects of inquiry, interpreting participants to one another and helping them to work together more effectively in addressing real-world problems, “the problems of men [and women].”  In order to fulfill this responsibility effectively, Dewey believed that philosophers must become collaborating partners in the various intra-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary conversations, instead of somehow riding on the air above and beyond them.  A translator cannot interpret reliably between two languages without knowing both language-worlds as an internal participant, or at least a frequent and welcomed sojourner.
  

     A community of such philosophical translators would have to work effectively together, with occasional side-consultations among themselves, in order to serve as an effective liaison community within a world of differing intra-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary conversations, because even the most gifted polymath will never have “world enough and time” to know all the conversations well enough.  Moreover, if the liaison role of public philosphers is to go beyond translation and interpretation to include effective, reconstructive criticisms of concepts, methods of thinking, goals of collaborative effort, and social composition and structure of groups participating in inquiry, as Dewey argued it should, then public philosophers will need a whole “tool set” of shared methods and acquired skills. 

     That is, in addition to shared methods of translation and interpretation, such “liaison officers” will need preferable methods of guiding collaborative inquiry, including clarifying methods of reconstructive criticism, inclusive methods of participant group composition, effective methods of continuing education, and reflective practices of on-going evaluation.  All of these will be necessary if the philosophical community is to do its job, and if diverse communities of inquiry are to benefit from and to value that job.  Moreover, these “specialist” inquirers – philosophers, scientists, and social-intellectual experts of other kinds –  must continue to participate in the non-specialist affairs, conversations, and collaborative inquiries of everyday life, and must dedicate their more specialized efforts toward enrichment of these more encompassing inquiries.  Thus, engagement and fluency within these diverse daily “worlds” also is part of the preparation, credentials, and on-going responsibility of philosophers as Dewey conceived of them.

     Dewey’s analysis of the developed skills, credentials, and responsibilities that must become part of philosophy per se is his pragmatist prescription for epistemology, to be understood in relation to his pragmatist views about metaphysics and ethics.  Unlike Dewey, James explicitly linked pragmatism to earlier philosophical positions about epistemology within the  on-going historical conversation by using the label “radical empiricism” for interlinked aspects  of the converging or “family resemblant” epistemological views that he, Dewey, and other classical pragmatists were then developing, both in America and in other parts of the world.  Dewey, like James, struggled repeatedly over the tricky business of naming new philosophical concepts within an already heavy-laden philosophical lexicon.  If one coins a new term to highlight new issues or new ways of approaching old problems, as Alfred North Whitehead chose to do, people may not understand the term or see how it sheds a different light on matters.  On the other hand, if one attempts to use a long-familiar philosophical term in a new way, as James and Dewey did with the term ‘experience,’ careless or unsympathetic readers are likely to miss its new meaning or to systematically misread the texts in which it appears, as Bertrand Russell and G. E. Moore famously did with James and Dewey’s pragmatist metaphysical and epistemological proposals, and as I believe Richard Rorty does, too.  

     So this choice was continuously challenging Dewey, as it still challenges us: what term shall we use for pointing toward this particular domain or kind of philosophical work, to the concepts that can best guide it, and to its proper presuppositions, methods, and prerequisites?  How shall we refer to the process of inquiry that seeks fallible truths about a changing world, within which we can never avoid influencing that matter about which we seek to know, even without certainty?  Dewey generally eschewed the term ‘epistemology,’ leaving it to the philosophical mainstream whose views and efforts he criticized – as does Rorty.  However, Dewey actually worked in the field of epistemology under various other names, whereas Rorty proposes to give up this whole project.  I think both are wrong: Dewey in giving up the fight for the meaning of the term and the arena of philosophical work it designates, given that he recognized the need for the work; and Rorty in proposing to give up the work in favor of a dangerously unacceptable substitute, his critically un-checkable and self-consciously exclusive “ethnocentrism.” 

     Rorty first outlined what he means by “ethnocentrism” in an influential essay entitled “Solidarity or Objectivity” (1985), which has been both widely anthologized and widely criticized since that time.  In that essay, which I quoted as the second epigram at the beginning of this chapter, Rorty misleadingly characterizes pragmatism in the classical American stream of James and Dewey, arguing that pragmatism so understood sees no need whatsoever to continue to work on the traditional projects of metaphysics and epistemology, even in reconstructed forms.  Moreover, he gives up on Dewey’s pragmatist projects of seriously reconstructing the concepts of truth, knowledge, and objectivity, recommending that we settle instead for a less ambitious ethnocentric search for beliefs that simply serve “us” well in some unspecified way, even though they offer us very little cross-difference critical leverage – including self-critical insight – and are warranted by nothing more than a narrow but potentially expandable range of agreement in opinions.  This is what Rorty said:

From a pragmatist point of view, to say that what is rational for us now to believe may not be true, is simply to say that somebody may come up with a better idea.  It is to say that there is always room for improved belief, since new evidence, or new hypotheses, or a whole new vocabulary, may come along.  For pragmatists, the desire for objectivity is not the desire to escape the limitations of one’s community, but simply the desire for as much intersubjective agreement as possible, the desire to extend the reference of “us” as far as we can.  Insofar as pragmatists make a distinction between knowledge and opinion, it is simply the distinction between topics on which such agreement is relatively easy to get and topics on which agreement is relatively hard to get.  (Rorty 1985: 5)

     Rorty’s choice of the term ‘ethnocentrism’ for this ultra-minimalist epistemic standpoint is quite serious, suggesting that the possibilities of learning to see by other culture’s lights are so radically limited as to make the assumption of a privileged standpoint of one’s own cultural tradition inescapable.  And while the logic of his argument goes both ways, his emphasis is on privileging a Western liberal intellectual standpoint while rejecting the idea that we should make any effort to encompass very different traditions and worldviews.  Rorty argues that “to say we must work by our own lights, that we must be ethnocentric, is merely to say that beliefs suggested by another culture must be tested by trying to weave them together with beliefs we already have” (Rorty 1985:8).  He adds that “the question is not how to define words like ‘truth’ or ‘rationality’ or ‘knowledge’ or ‘philosophy,’ but about what self-image our society should have of itself” (Rorty 1985: 11).  From this he concludes that “we must, in practice, privilege our own group…we Western liberal intellectuals should accept the fact that we have to start from where we are, and that this means that there are lots of views which we simply cannot take seriously,” a view that he characterizes as “this lonely provincialism, this admission that we are just the historical moment that we are” (Rorty 1985: 12).  In light of hope’s great need now for critical intellectual instruments and substantial and deep cross-cultural solidarities in these times of global emergencies – an unlimited “war on terror,” the rapid spread of nuclear weapons capabilities, genocides on almost every continent, world hunger, a world-wide AIDS epidemic, and a growing gap between the economic and existential capacities of developed and developing nations – adopting such a view seems akin to sinking into despair.    

     Why should contemporary philosophers and other citizen-thinkers adopt such a view?  Rorty’s answer in 1985 was this: “The best argument we partisans of solidarity have against the realistic partisans of objectivity is Nietzsche’s argument that the traditional Western metaphysico-epistemological way of firming up our habits simply isn’t working anymore.  It isn’t doing its job.  It has become as transparent a device as the postulation of deities who turn out, by a happy coincidence, to have chosen us as their people.  So the pragmatist suggestion that we substitute a ‘merely’ ethical foundation for our sense of community – or better, that we think of our sense of community as having no foundation except shared hope and the trust created by such sharing – is put forward on practical grounds” (15). Thus, as a result of his rejecting any kind of potentially universal or even significantly cross-cultural project concerning reality and truth, Rorty’s ethics also becomes ethnocentric – his social hope has no grounding other than being nationally shared, or in actuality, shared only by a small group of Western “intellectuals.”

     What shall we make of this description of pragmatism?  If we take it merely as a description of Rorty’s own views, which he subsequently more helpfully labeled “neo-pragmatism,” it is undoubtedly accurate, even tautological, though we may wish to argue against its most important claims.  If we take it as a description of pragmatism unmodified in the classical stream of James and Dewey, Rorty’s description is simply wrong about at least seven key points: 

(1) Contra Rorty, James and Dewey both saw the need for a reconstructed metaphysics and a reconstructed epistemology (though Dewey was reluctant to use these heavy-laden labels for his own pragmatist work in these philosophical work zones); 

(2) James and Dewey both believed that truth is revealed by the consequences of believing-and-acting on a hypothesis, and that truth-seeking inquiries are of ultimate human importance because everything that matters to us depends upon their outcome, not because truth is simply whatever it makes us happy or more hopeful to believe, as Russell famously misrepresented their views, a mistaken reading that Rorty simply carries forward, although more sympathetically; 

(3) Though James and Dewey rejected the a priori existence of any universal human rationality that brings a uniform perceptual framework to bear on experience, and that can somehow with certainty pierce to the heart of a deeper reality hidden by sensible phenomena, they nonetheless affirmed the importance of developing shared human potentials to achieve reliable, well-warranted knowing of true beliefs through cumulative and cooperative processes of collaborative inquiry, even though such true beliefs must be understood as fallible as we strive to correct and to exceed them through on-going processes of inquiry; 

(4) What can and has undermined the credibility of well-warranted beliefs historically is new experiences in the sciences and in daily living that are grounded in and that benefit from collaborative reflection on the insights and the inadequacies of earlier beliefs as guides to consequences-bearing action because the world “pushes back,” not just because someone has an idea that is “better” in terms of being simpler, more recent, or more popular; 

(5) At their best, James and Dewey were not imperial ethnocentrists, generous in their willingness to include new citizens within the empire of Rorty’s “we” whose shared beliefs guide the use of real power in the world; instead, they were open-minded internationalists who tried to practice what Josiah Royce called “enlightened provincialism,” cultivating their own American cultural garden as part of the flourishing of our world as a whole, while learning from other, very different yet recognizably excellent “provincial” efforts, including those of the ancient civilizations of China and Japan, which they studied with great interest and which they respected as developing according to their own distinctive and semi-autonomous metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical guidance systems; 

(6) James and Dewey thought of knowledge as involving more than widely shared opinion or Rortyan “easy agreement” – instead, they took the sciences seriously and suggested new models and domains for scientific inquiry that would produce better-warranted new knowledge about matters of great importance for human living, concerning which we need to know “what’s going on,” what real choices are before us, and the likely consequences of placing our hopes in one course of action instead of another; and 

(7) James and Dewey took the expansion and reflective reconstruction of experience through collaborative inquiry and the inclusion of genuine differences so seriously because they thought that we need better grounding for ethics than custom and liberal orthodoxy, and better grounding for our hopes that merely the fact that they are shared, because justice matters, our future is uncertain, and so much is at stake in our lives.

     Rorty himself has responded to few of the many critics of his key claims in “Solidarity and Objectivity,” and seemingly has been influenced in his own views by none of them.
  This is because his philosophical method is a postmodernist, rather pragmatist. Rorty does not believe that evidence and argument do or should persuade us about social-historical matters.  He does not regard himself as a member of a continuing community of collaborative social inquiry, but rather as a lonely individual, a Nietzschean thinker who acknowledges a few heroic fellows within his Western liberal “we” who call themselves to poetic-political leadership in shaping the future in their own preferred image.  Moreover, he does not believe that the matters at issue here concern truths about shared experiences already undergone, but rather free-floating individual choices about what we will believe, what we will hope for, and who we will claim we are.  There is an important “we” operating within Rorty’s ethnocentrism, but its reference is unfixed, or rather fixed only by the author.  It reflects his standpoint as the product of a particular cultural-historical stream who has been shaped by and who has reacted to a generically Western and specifically American story, as told and assumed by a particular privileged enclave of voices within which he proudly claims his place.  It acknowledges few internal critics within its shared ethne and treats those it names as marginal (e.g., those he calls “the feminists”), except when an individual critic’s power and influence equals his own.  It assumes that critical, cross-cultural discourse toward wider truths, shared values, and common purposes is neither possible nor important.

     Strangely enough, Rorty claims that this self-assertive, “ethnocentric” individualism is not his alone, but one that our classical pragmatist ancestor John Dewey shared or should have shared in his earlier tellings of “the American story.”  Rorty brings Dewey into the picture because he helps to widen Rorty “we,” offering it a certain kind of edgy yet respectable pedigree, and because some of Dewey’s philosophical moves appear to agree with his own if they are truncated and reframed outside their original historical and textual locations to serve his own rhetorical purposes.  In this way, Rorty creates the appearance of broad, intra-cultural agreement, of historical continuity, of an inherited poetic-philosophical brilliance, and of testing by time for his own version of the American story.  At the same time, he subtly insulates it from criticism, and even from a critical reframing of his own elusive language as a set of claims and proposals to which evidence and argument are relevant.  Yet because no other comparably prominent philosopher was offering a comparably sweeping, eloquent, and hopeful counter-story during the frightening years that ended the twentieth century, Rorty’s American story gained a wide audience that added to his prestige and to the influence of his nominally “neo-pragmatist” but actually post-modernist philosophical methods.  

     When we assess the insightfulness of Rorty’s analysis with post-9/11 hindsight, we can see that he was right in calling philosophers and other citizen-thinkers to political re-engagement, and right in suggesting that Dewey still have something important to say to us about how to do this well.  However, his more specific suggestions in Achieving Our Country about the kind of “liberal reformist” program of action we should undertake – as well as kinds of faiths, hopes, and loves that rightly could undergird and motive such actions – would mislead our reflections and actions in these days of still-emerging, multi-faceted crisis for our country, our individual lives, and our wider world.  Thus, in deciding whose American story to choose as the broad frame and guide for future-focused reflection now, we must decide whether to ignore Rorty’s advice in Achieving Our Country, or to learn what we can from it while seeking additional guidance for effective, hope-sustaining, collaborative inquiry and action to deepen democracy in global contexts.  I believe that the latter is the wiser course, both because Rorty’s influence has been wide and deep in the academy and with an international reading public, and because he has important lessons to teach by his errors and by his insights.  Therefore, in the next chapter, I will highlight Rorty’s glancing evocations of his “ethnocentric” background views while critically challenging his central claims about history, knowledge, and social hope in Achieving Our Country: that seeking the truth about history cannot ground and guide a hope-sustaining pursuit of justice, and that John Dewey and Walt Whitman would have agreed with this judgment. We can begin this critical-hermeneutical process here by reclaiming the real Dewey’s pragmatist inter-cultural epistemology as preferable to the views of the neo-pragmatist imposter Rorty presents to us in his place.

Reclaiming Dewey’s Inter-Cultural Pragmatist Epistemology 

     The real John Dewey was an internationalist who recognized both individual and cultural differences as potential sources of a richer, shared understanding, and not just as obstacles to efficient choice and action.
  As Scott Pratt points out, Dewey called for a hospitable open-mindedness to other cultures and new ideas that is similar to an intellectual virtue traditionally practiced among many Native American peoples – “an attitude of mind which actively welcomes suggestions and relevant information from all sides” (Dewey 1916: 182).  Such an attitude is a key element of effective processes of democratic inquiry and deliberation that seek better, shared answers, both about what is going on in the world, and about what we as humans can do together to improve our shared prospects for survival and mutual flourishing in the future. 

Through mutual respect, mutual toleration, give and take, the pooling of experiences…is ultimately the only method by which human beings can succeed in carrying on this experiment in which we are all engaged, whether we want to be or not, the greatest experiment of humanity – that of living together in ways in which the life of each of us is at once profitable in the deepest sense of the word, profitable to himself and helpful in the building up of the individuality of others.  (Pratt 2002: 30 – 31, quoting Dewey 1938a: 303)

As this passage makes clear, Dewey’s “we” is not Rorty’s “we Western bourgeois liberal intellectuals” or even “ we Americans” – it is the “we” that encompasses all of humanity.

     Moreover, as Dewey’s student, the American philospher John Herman Randall, Jr., has pointed out and supported with anecdotes from life as well as texts, Dewey took cultural differences seriously, being careful not to assume antecedently that the “common sense” or even the philosophical strategies for democratic transformation that fit one culture would play out equally well in another culture (Randall 1931).  Instead, Dewey argued, we must appeal to and honor an emergent democratic impulse within the world’s history, not just America’s, in framing processes of collaborative, cross-cultural inquiry that seek to understand how things are, how they have been, and how they could be better for all of us.  Only by drawing on all of these differing bodies of experience can we shape feasible and desirable strategies for democratic transformation to foster the becoming of a world-wide “Great Community” (Dewey 1927).  

     Thus, it is important to realize that Rorty’s Dewey is an odd mixture of the real classical American pragmatist, who left traces in texts and in living memory, and a fictional character of Rorty’s making who advances quite different, un-Deweyan arguments to serve Rorty’s neo-pragmatist purposes – rather like Plato’s Socrates in the Middle Dialogues.  Rorty’s Dewey has largely forgotten the community, actual and ideal, which was the focal center of the real Dewey’s concern. Democracy is a dream for Rorty’s Dewey: an image, a story, but no longer a guiding practical ideal that already has achieved partial actuality in history and in lived experience. The hopes of Rorty’s Dewey are groundless, dependent on forgetting rather than knowing.  Rorty’s Dewey has given up on attempting to persuade others to adopt the pragmatist approach to fruitful, truth-yielding inquiry – in contrast, the real Dewey devoted at least three books and countless essays to explaining and arguing for his pragmatist method of inquiry, hoping to achieve its adoption within the various sciences and also within participatory democratic processes.
  Likewise, the real Dewey argued in a multitude of books, essays, and speeches that political resolutions that are desirable and sustainable must acknowledge and adjust themselves with the help of the sciences to wider human and nonhuman forces that contribute inexorably to the shaping of that wider and deeper reality we co-inhabit – a larger reality that “pushes back.”

     On the subject of truth, as on others the real Dewey considered, keeping one eye on his pragmatist reconstruction of metaphysics is the key to understanding both what he says and how Rorty misrepresents him.  Like many earlier thinkers in the Western philosophical tradition whose work Dewey criticizes, Rorty treats theory and practice as separable and as hierarchically related.  Rorty merely inverts the traditional hierarchy to give greater prominence to the practical, claiming Hilary Putnam’s companionship in stating that this was Dewey’s view, and that it means that we must always emphasize the agent’s perspective.  However, this was not the real Dewey’s view.  Instead, the real Dewey treated theory and practice – like the polar elements in other classical philosophical dualisms, such as mind-body, actuality-potentiality, permanence-change, and hope-anxiety – as inextricably interrelated, whether we intend and acknowledge them to be so in our philosophies and our ways of living, or not.  Likewise, the real Dewey argued that we are always both “agents” and “patients” – acting and undergoing simultaneously and sequentially, always becomings-within-Nature, both reflecting and collaboratively causing emergent outcomes that introduce new structures, new relationships, and genuinely new kinds of actor-patients.
   

     Moreover, in the real Dewey’s view, humans are and need to be members of multiple, overlapping, many-leveled communities, which give our individual lives context, meaning, some measure of security, and various opportunities to develop some of our unique and eventually valued, individuality-defining potentials (Dewey 1940).  Over the course of human history, as Dewey envisioned it, the developed human potentials we have come to prize as defining our individualities have become increasingly complex, as the structures and needs of human communities have become increasingly complex.  However those primordial events came to pass that led to humanity’s emergence within Nature, we as a species are now and have been since our earliest human days an active kind of creature who needs to ask questions, to seek answers, and to reflect on our surroundings and on the events we undergo in our shared-and-individual lives.  We semi-evolved humans need to do all these things in order to understand this awe-inspiring world we experience as exceeding our grasp – and also to gain at least some small measure of control in shaping the future’s course in ways that matter to us in the undergoing, including but vastly exceeding a pleasure-pain economy (Dewey 1929).

     Unlike Emerson and Rorty, who would attempt to shake off earlier layers of history and antecedent civilizations in order to give voice to a uniquely American experience, within which an unprecedented social-environmental context gives birth to unprecedented new beings with utterly new world visions, those who worked most closely with the real Dewey knew him as “the great traditionalist,” reflecting on and sustaining continuities with earlier thinkers, and treating the past as a fund of human experience and still-potent longings that can offer at least some guidance in our new contexts (Randall 1931).  As human beings, the real Dewey suggested, we carry forward within ourselves an “immanent impulse” toward the conditions of our mutual human flourishing that we inherited from our biological and social progenitors – a longing inherited in our bodies, in our central nervous systems, in our deep emotions, as well as in our shared thought-world and in the institutions, social practices, and ritual reenactments that sustain them.
  Dewey called the future conditions that would fulfill this inherited, trans-generational longing “democracy,” with each new generation expanding its meaning by adding insights about what must be avoided and what must be respected, what must be protected and how this can be done, what must be risked and what may be gained by such risks – and then passing the task of advancing this great continuing project to new generations in new circumstances, for which their progenitors’ experience can be, at best, only a partial guide.  

     Instead of a utopian optimist of the kind Rorty calls us to be, the real Dewey was a practical “meliorist,” trying to improve hurtful, dangerous, and life-limiting aspects of our world in various ways.  The real Dewey had experienced a great deal of tragedy in his own life, directly through wars and through the deaths of his first wife and two of his children, and indirectly through reports of others’ experience that he incorporated into his reflections, including his reading of history and of the daily news.  These experiences of irrecoverable loss also taught him the importance of hope.  Dewey’s real and serious project of making the world better, if never tragedy-free, requires social hope, but it also requires us to seek the truths of the past and of the present, of the conditions of our being and of the possibilities we aspire to actualize. 

To ignore its import is the sign of an undisciplined agent; but to isolate the past, dwelling upon it for its own sake and giving it the eulogistic name of knowledge, is to substitute the reminiscence of old-age for effective intelligence.  The movement of the agent-patient to meet the future is partial and passionate; yet detached and impartial study of the past is the only alternative to luck in assuring success to passion. (Dewey 1917: 50).

 Unlike Rorty and Rorty’s Dewey, the real Dewey did not make up his own goals single-handedly as a “strong poet’s” act of imagination, though he claimed and reframed the democratic goals he had inherited.  Nor did he listen only to his own heart in determining whether a course of action and the belief-structure that directs and explains it are likely to advance those goals in a context of real dangers and serious obstacles.  Instead, inquiring cooperatively with others, the real Dewey drew upon and added to the best evidence available, acting practically within a theoretical framework falliblistically adopted and put to the test, even as it was being relied upon to bring about consequences that mattered greatly to him and to others.  In so doing, the real Dewey acted within his American cultural and historical context, yet on the basis of and for the sake of a wider world, whose future welfare he rightly saw as inseparable from America’s welfare, and whose citizens he included in the “we” of his ideal Great Community.  

     The world’s future welfare as Dewey imagined it included the satisfaction of the ancient human impulse to awe-full wonder that stimulates our human need to understand how things are because we are fascinated by the world, semi-independently from our needs to know how to bend things to our will in creative play and to know how to enhance our mutual security through effective work and protective measures.  Like Rorty, Dewey regarded humanity as part of the world, and our quest for knowing about it as interactively affecting our world, instead of giving us infallible insight about how it is or would be independent of us.  Final justification of our truths from “on high” will never be forthcoming for the Deweyan knower, both because our knowing processes cannot exceed “this world” and because we are co-creators within its continuous process of becoming.  

     Nonetheless, the real Dewey took the quest for knowing seriously, as Rorty has refused to do.  Though the real Dewey advised us to give up “the quest for certainty,” criticizing his intellectual progenitors’ approaches to knowing and their hopes for its certain and permanent security, he expressed a pragmatist kind of piety toward them, toward the past, and toward nature.  He called for a new model of inquiry and a new conception of truth, not in order to end the quest for knowing as such, but to redirect it more fruitfully, with chastened hopes for collaboratively achieving a kind of knowing for which a complete, final, and incorrigible certainty is not possible and never was the right criterion.  

      If we renounce knowing entirely, the real John Dewey might have challenged Richard Rorty, we renounce thereby the possibility of fulfilling a deep and ancient part of our humanity whose “wondering” and whose need for practical guidance we cannot deny.  At the same time, we give up thereby the possibility of intelligent, experience-based guidance of our efforts to understand and to participate successfully in the world-unfolding process in ways that make it more secure and less precarious for us, more calming of our anxieties and more supportive of our hopes.   Without the processive development and fulfillment of that part of our humanity that seeks understanding and some measure of control of our world and ourselves within it, the other, inextricably interlinked parts of our humanity, including memory and imagination, will be stunted or overblown, undirected and untested.  Thus, in imagining and acting according to Rorty’s prescription to “achieve” our American nation alone (or our German nation, or our Chinese nation, or Botswana, or Brazil, or whatever nation we claim as our own), we may forget the world of which it is a part, as well as those other human and environmental processes that already are active within the world’s becoming, with which we must reckon if we are to be successful in achieving both our ends-in-view and those ancillary goals that we will come to regard as important at a later point in time.  Social agreement alone, even among committed members of a transformation-minded American coalition devoted to fulfilling the requirements for domestic economic justice, is insufficient as a guide to feasible and desirable social transformation processes, as students of on-going struggles in Ireland, Africa, the Balkans, and the Middle East have come to understand.  

     Fortunately, there is a pragmatist path to knowing that is metaphysically, epistemologically, and morally preferable to calling upon Divine Authority to validate our Super Truth, and thereby refusing our human responsibility to inquire.  It is preferable to passively seeking validation for our beliefs by appeal to a correspondence theory of truth that denies our inescapably interactive role within the world about which we inquire.  And it is preferable to Rorty’s “neo-pragmatist” invocation of what James Baldwin called “an invented past . . . [that] cracks and crumbles under the pressures of life like clay in a season of drought” (Baldwin 1963: 81).  

     This is the pragmatist path to shared social knowledge of the kind we need to ground and guide our hopes for deepening democracy in global contexts: We can draw upon and contribute to the growth of falliblistic, collaborative knowing by continuously improving our provisional “knowledges” within active processes of remembering, telling our stories, expressing our best hunches as hypothetical beliefs, testing these beliefs and our earlier “truths” by using and testing them in collaborative action with the guidance of our ideals, taking responsibility for the results, whether they tend to chasten or to sustain our hopes, and then revising or expanding the range of our beliefs accordingly.  The growth of such shared social knowing will require the work of both natural and social sciences pursuing a Deweyan pragmatist model of collaborative, truth-seeking inquiry.  It will require citizen participation at many levels of government as both legally and customarily acknowledged ways of contributing widely dispersed “truths of daily living” that arise within individuals’ and groups’ differing experiences of specific natural and social locations.  It will require empirical case studies that reflect the experience of non-government organizations whose members strive to ameliorate social and environmental tragedies and to build human capabilities.  It will require national and transnational collaborations among scholars and citizen-experts who together can discover and express some action-regulating and hope-sustaining truths: that our world’s dominant paradigms of human welfare, of justice, of freedom, of legal entitlements, of economic advancement, of ecosystemic sustainability, and of meaningful living are not inclusive enough in their conception, not directive enough in remediating past harms and unpaid debts, and not visionary enough to guide timely, effective, future-focused action.  It will require artists of all kinds and all cultures to tell better, truer stories that remind us of who we are and where we come from, to demonstrate that our country’s best potentials are not yet actualized and that humanity’s unfinished world-making needs our creative imaginations, and to rekindle in our hearts that ancient human urge toward awe-filled understanding and hope-building, world-changing transformative action.

     What kind of world-story should we choose to guide our understanding and our future-making in these perilous times: Rorty’s postmodern, “neo-pragmatist” story, with its narrowly nationalist invented past, its rejection of historical truth, and its free-floating hopes – or Dewey’s internationally-minded pragmatist story, with its fallible but warranted truths, its deep reliance on past experiences of diverse cultures, and its collaborative inquiries and concerted actions to guide our future hopes?  How should we conceptualize knowledge, history, and social hope now?  Even supposing that I am right that Rorty has misrepresented the real Dewey, and the account I have given here is closer to Dewey’s actual texts and embodied living, why should this have mattered to Rorty, or to Rorty’s readers?  

     The difference should matter to all of us because Dewey’s story is a larger and more comprehensive story, because Dewey’s reasoning about the mutual implication of knowledge and social hope is more realistic and more inspiring than Rorty’s revision, and because we all have a great deal at stake.  What we need now is a globally inclusive, critically responsive, collaboration-welcoming, hope-building story of a world-in-the-becoming that can “take the heat” of a complex, painful past that is still powerfully present with us.  At the same time, our world-story must successfully guide “common faith”-based efforts to revive and to fulfill widely shared social hopes, re-framing and balancing what we once hoped for and hope for now by constructing and drawing on a recombinant well of active, falliblistic knowledges.  Such a hope-sustaining well of historical and contemporary knowledges must pool contributions from widely dispersed and differing life-springs that are continuously expanded and corrected through processes of cross-cultural dialogue and collaborative inquiry.  The resources of this shared, critically recombinant well of diversely originating social knowledges will allow us to meet various “truth tests” in action within diverse social locations, in differing kinds of collaborative inquiries, and at many levels in our lives as individuals, as citizens of our diverse and sometime differing nation-states, and as members of an emerging, truth-and-justice-loving global community.  Such a shared, critically recombinant well of social knowledges with the power and fluidity to guide our shared democratic hope’s progress flows out of the histories of nations, communities, and individual lives that can never entirely disappear, even as human living flows together in a braided world-river through the present and into the future.  In addressing this great challenge before us of constructing such a great, cross-cultural, critically recombinant well of social knowledges, John Dewey’s words and example offer us wise guidance as global citizen-scholars of the twenty-first century.

Aiding Hope’s Progress

     After hearing my thoughts on this subject at the American Philosophical Association’s Pacific Division Meetings in April 2005, Colin Koopman, a gifted young Canadian philosopher who clearly has benefited from reading both Rorty and Dewey, asked me how my approach is really so different from Rorty’s, given that both approaches are anti-foundationalist and include non-propositional narratives, cultural dimensions, and moral emotions.  I replied that Rorty’s American story is too narrow for our problems now and what it will take to solve them; we need a world-inclusive, inter-cultural story that reflects painful, still-operative truths of our transactional history, and that acknowledges wider aspirations and different sources of knowing than those of the Western liberal intellectual tradition Rorty regards as all “we” need and can hope to understand.  Furthermore, I replied, Rorty’s “neo-pragmatism” does not include “all the experience,” as William James advised us to do under the banner of his “radical empiricism,” including those embodied aspects of experience that many feminists emphasize, as well as those mystical-religious levels of experience that motivate many deep thinkers and committed moral actors in our world today.  Finally, I argued, Rorty’s narrative approach goes too directly present-to-future, relying too heavily on dreaming and denial, without enough critical-reflective circling back through the difficult aspects of our shared past in order to understand what “now” come out of, to learn what we must do to pay still-valid debts in order to claim our shared inheritance, and on this basis, to forge and direct those democratic solidarities amidst our diversity that will allow us to struggle collaboratively for a mutually desirable future.  

     A more seasoned philosopher from the American South responded that Rorty could agree with much of what I have said here – that his goal was to convince us philosophers to stop having endless, inconsequential arguments within the academy about epistemology and truth, instead of attending to the kinds of real-world problems I have evoked.  I replied to him that we also need to work for more effective solidarities among philosophers within the academy, not only to undermine those theoretical obstacles to a deeper democracy that our own discipline continues to create, but also to contribute more scholars with valuable knowledge and useful, well-honed skills to the work of public philosophy: helping diverse citizen-thinkers to find their voices, fostering cross-difference conversations, and helping to raise up “publics” who can effectively challenge the anti-democratic “powers that be.”  We cannot forge such academic solidarities, I argued, without investing some of our energy in wrestling with our colleagues about and amidst our academic histories of differences – including our differences about metaphysics and epistemology – using that language because it is significant to our co-conversationalists in that context. At the same time, we must challenge our colleagues and ourselves to strive constantly to meet a wider test of the adequacy of our philosophy work: to seek truths and knowledges that make a difference in the future-forging work of public philosophy, expressing these in languages that can be understood and valued in the many other contexts in which we must work to aid hope’s progress as Deweyan “liaison officers,” Socratic gadflies, and active midwives of shared, cross-difference social intelligence.

     When I shared some of these thoughts in late May 2005 with Chinese philosophers, educators, graduate students, and other citizen-thinkers at a conference sponsored by Fudan University in Shanghai on the contemporary significance of Dewey’s thought, the topic of “hope’s progress” went deep with many of the senior thinkers gathered around the conference table in the middle of the room, and with younger scholars seated all around us.  Each sentence was translated by a lovely and skillful young scholar, who conveyed with her body as well as her words the felt resonances of the ideas she fluently expressed both in Chinese and in English.  After she and I finished speaking, a professor from another prestigious Chinese university greatly trusted me and others present when he said, 

I am fifty-seven years old now.  The average lifespan of a Chinese philosopher is now fifty-three years.  I do not know why I am still alive, or how long I have to live – but it is hard for me to hope now.

I imagined his life: born just before the formation of the People’s Republic of China, coming of age just as the Cultural Revolution changed every Chinese citizen’s felt destiny, perhaps being sent to a rural area to do the kind of labor-intensive agricultural work that was to teach him a more egalitarian outlook and to re-educate any lingering attachment to the Confucian tradition, yet somehow forcing himself to continue to live, to think, to aspire to the work of philosophy, and at some point encountering Dewey’s ideas about democracy and education. Gathering all my resources as a philosopher and a fellow human being, I replied to him, 

My age is closer to your own than you may think, though my experience has been very different.  Nonetheless, I know this: the different contexts and stages of our lives call for different ways of expressing ren, that Confucian virtue of full humanity and highest human excellence.  Your challenge now is to exhibit ren in this time and place, at this stage in your life.  We will be thinking of you and working with you.  This is what John Dewey offers to aid our hope’s progress.

I hope this helped him – I know that he, and I, and others felt the beginnings of a deep solidarity on that day.  

     Such a trust-based, hope-bearing solidarity can begin within shared pursuit of the truths we need to guide us in wrestling with the weights of our individual, national, and global histories, as we must in order to find a way forward, because the past is still with us, and it implicates our future.   It is hard to undertake the risks of larger personal and social hopes like Dewey’s and those of other pragmatist public philosophers – hopes of world-embracing local and national loyalties that can revive and sustain tragedy-chastened, knowledge-guided processes of recognizing and repairing past and continuing harms – hopes that can guide our shared efforts to achieve a global future in which each people’s culture-specific dreams involve mutual commitments to every other people’s well-being within a beloved human community. Though Rorty rejected such hopes when he rejected the “truths of history” Baldwin said we must face, we can have reclaim such hopes little by little it we patiently and cooperatively employ a pragmatist social epistemology like the one I sketched in this chapter, and now propose to apply to the process of wrestling with history, seeking truth and reconciliation across its deep divides.  Together, we can create and correct the kind of fallible but useful, perspectivally balanced, experience-warranted “well” of shared social knowledge we will need to guide hope-sustaining and hope-expanding collaborative projects of deepening democracy in diverse global contexts.







Notes





� For a partial expression of William James’s view that moral emotions like hope are “embodied feelings,” see his essay, “What Is Emotion?” (1895), with the understanding that this essay is by itself incomplete, and must be read in relation to his more developed works on psychology.





� For an influential discussion of “ontological security,” see Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (1991).  I am grateful to John Lachs for reminding me that not everyone longs for peace, or so it seems – some long for holy war, or war that will be good for their business profits, or a war that will allow boys to become men by fighting for their lives, or a civil war like America’s as necessary to end chattel slavery or some other intolerable harm, or a revolutionary war as necessary to end colonialism or unresponsive government, or war for land, for natural resources, or for countless other reasons.  Yet there is a peace on the other side of war for which antagonists long, when some great good will have been achieved, or the enemy will have been destroyed, or both.  There is good social science that tends to support my hunch that longing for war per se is pathological, a confusion of means with end like miserliness with money, or perhaps just a profound character disorder.  I hold this belief hypothetically, as James advised in “The Will to Belief,” prepared to be corrected by evidence and experience, yet clear about the necessity of taking a position on such a “living” issue if the evidence for or against it is every to come forth through active participation in a great “inquiry.”





� For Dewey’s very helpful analyses of how the individuation process develops over time, within actively collaborative social relations, and within a specific cultural and historical context, see his “Time and Individuality” (1940) and his Freedom and Culture (1939).





� On the characteristics and social formation processes of this shared social sense of the normal and the right, see George Herbert Mead on the development of “the social self” in Mitchell Aboulafia’s, “A (neo) American in Paris: Bourdieu, Mead and Pragmatism”  (1999) and Pierre Bourdieu on “habitus” in Distinctions: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1979/1984).   A helpful collection of essays that draws on and explains the work of both theorists is Bourdieu: A Critical Reader, ed. Richard Shusterman (1999).  I am grateful to David Woods for bringing all of these texts to my attention in this connection.





� For a discussion of the grounds for “ethnocentrism,” see Richard Rorty’s widely anthologized essay, “Objectivity or Solidarity?,” first published in  Post-Analytic Philosophy, ed. John Rajchman and Cornel West (1985), 3 – 19.





� See Rorty’s and Engel’s critical interchange with each other in What’s the Use of Truth (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007).





� For an insightful discussion of the sojourner’s valuable role in knitting together cross-difference inquiries toward a common pursuit of justice, see Patricia Hill Collins’s “Searching for Sojourner Truth: Toward an Epistemology of Empowerment,” in her Fighting Words: Black Women & the Search for Justice (1998).





� There are countless valuable books in which various critics offer detailed, carefully critical analyses of Rorty’s view, and in which his replies simply dismiss their concerns while expanding the range and scope of his “ethnocentric” view.  One of the first of these collections of critical essays was the one in which the version “Solidarity or Objectivity?” quoted here first appeared, Post-Analytic Philosophy, ed. John Rajchman and Cornel West (1985).  Subsequent ones have featured exchanges with feminists, critical theorists, and fellow postmodernist philosophers.  Two of the most recent feature exchanges with contemporary pragmatists in the classical American stream and with contemporary analytic philosophers; see Herman Saatkamp, ed., Rorty and Pragmatism: The Philosopher Responds to His Critics (1995) and Robert B. Brandom, ed., Rorty and His Critics (2000), respectively.





� Though Dewey thought more often in terms of other categories earlier in his life, in some of his last works, the concept of “culture” plays a leading role, and his comments are still insightful, both critically and transformatively.  See, for example, his foreward to the twenty-fifth anniversary edition of Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920), his draft introduction to a proposed revision of his most metaphysical work, Experience and Nature (1925), in which he thought of using the term ‘culture’ in replacement for the much-misunderstood term ‘nature’, and last but not least, his Freedom and Culture (1939).





� Dewey’s conception of truth had already been loyally and cheerfully misrepresented with the best possible intentions by William James in the much-misunderstood essay on that subject that made pragmatism’s conception of truth infamous.  Like Rorty, James in his originality often misrepresented his friends as well as his opponents.  James had so greatly misrepresented his dear friend Charles Sanders Peirce’s significantly different pragmatist conception of truth in an earlier essay that Peirce renamed his position “pragmaticism” in order to dissociate himself from the school of thought increasingly associated with James’s own views.  James’s own pragmatist conception of truth, as this emerged in his texts over time, is well worth reconsideration.  The important point here is that Dewey’s conception of truth was neither that attributed to him by James, nor that attributed to him by Rorty.





� Peirce and James called this world process of generating emergent newness “tychism.”





� For insightful and beautifully expressed discussions of the characteristics and needs we more evolved humans share with our ancient forebears, and would be wise to recognize and to find satisfying and sustainable ways to fulfill, see Bruce Wilshire’s The Primal Roots of American Philosophy: Pragmatism, Phenomenology, and Native American Thought (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,  2000), and Roger Dunsmore’s Earth’s Mind: Essays in Native Literature (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997).





� Dewey argued for an immanent impulse within history toward to conditions of mutual human flourishing as a well-warranted key premise in so many places that it is difficult to know where to begin in citing them, but they include Reconstruction in Philosophy (1920), Experience and Nature (1925), The Public and Its Problems (1927), The Quest for Certainty (1929), Individualism Old and New (1930), Art as Experience (1934), and Theory of Valuation (1939). 
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