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Chapter Four

Choosing Our History, Choosing Our Hopes: 

Truth and Reconciliation Between Our Past and Our Future
Democracy . . . has been and is carried on by all the moral forces, and by trade, finance, machinery, intercommunications, and, in fact, by all the developments of history, and can no more be stopped than the tides, or the earth in its orbit.  Doubtless, also, it resides, crude and latent, well down in the hearts of the fair average of the American-born people, mainly in the agricultural regions.  But it is not yet, there or anywhere, the fully received, the fervid, the absolute faith.  

       -- Walt Whitman, Democratic Vistas, 1871: 344-345

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. 

     -- John Dewey, “The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy,” 1917: 50
In order to change a situation one has first to see it for what it is.  . . .  To accept one’s past – one’s history – is not the same thing as drowning in it; it is learning how to use it.  An invented past can never be used; it cracks and crumbles under the pressures of life like clay in a season of drought.

       -- James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time, 1963: 81

Stories about what a nation has been and should try to be are not attempts at accurate representation, but rather attempts to forge a moral identity.  The argument between Left and Right about which episodes in our history we Americans should pride ourselves on will never be a contest between a true and a false account of our country’s history and its identity. It is better described as an argument about which hopes to allow ourselves and which to forgo.

       

     -- Richard Rorty, Achieving Our Country, 1998: 13-14.

Are Knowledge of History and Hope Incompatible?

     These uncertain, dangerous years at the second beginning of the twenty-first century are ones in which people everywhere call out for social hope, yet social hope is hard to find, hard to ground, and hard to sustain.  Gifted young people become drug dealers, drive-by shooters, thugs, suicide bombers, ethnic cleansers, and religious warriors, destroying the hopes of other families and whole peoples because they can find no other, more effective way to advance the realization of their own hopes for their families, their peoples, and this shared world.  Other gifted young people join armies to fight them, to torture, them, and to kill them – sometimes in violation of long-established international conventions and their own religious traditions – partly out of misguided patriotism, and partly because military service offers their only route out of poverty and lack of adequate educational opportunities.  As a people, we Americans stumble forward, hoping to resume the normal living of another time through sadness-tinged forgetting or through prosecuting a last great war to reclaim control of history.  And then we stumble backwards, stunned by the sense that neither of these solutions will work, that both require the sacrifice of our core values and basic aspects of our nation’s democratic identity, and that neither will alter many other peoples’ rejection of America’s leadership in advancing global civilization and our self-proclaimed role as the sole arbiter of international justice – a rejection that Al-Quaeda’s murder-suicide pact brought forcefully to our attention on September 11, 2001.  

     A profound and difficult lesson we must learn about this new era in American experience is the central importance of creating a global network of social hope.  Our American hopes and the actions we take in pursuit of them are not separate or neutral on the world stage.  They are potent, enhancing or clashing with those of other nations and peoples, who respond in ways that amplify or undermine their influence, helping to shape transactionally our specific, local contexts for framing or frustrating the best-loved projects of every individual’s life.  Where hopes and related actions collide, we experience fear, anger, depression, or despair, and soon thereafter, we have terrorism and war, locality-specific economic breakdown and environmental degradation, as well as familial inability to meet basic needs, increased domestic violence, increased suicides and murders, gang formation, drug use and drug dealing, and a stunting of individual lives.  In contrast, where our hopes converge and our conflicts can be resolved, each people’s aspirations to “achieve our country” can be advanced, and our cultures, our families, and our individual lives can flourish.  Thus, “achieving our world,” at least potentially, by democratically reconciling our aspirations, negotiating our conflicts, and initiating our active collaborations is the condition for humane and fulfilling living in the twenty-first century; shared hope is required, or none can last.

     This may explain the recent re-emergence of hope as a key category for philosophical analysis: 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.  In the wake of September 11, we need to re-ground our hopes within interactive global processes of person-making and world-making, in which no single, power-enforced “Super Truth” and no some narrow set of “ethnocentric” beliefs, but rather many revisable knowledges guide the formation of wider loyalties, of balanced relational memories, and of shared, cosmopolitan social hopes for more deeply democratic global and local futures.  Ours is an era of omni-present mass communications and widespread ultra-development of sophisticated skills for deploying boundary-destroying technologies of communications, international finance, transportation, and war.  It is no longer possible to sustain once-viable lifeways of “subsistence hoping,” in which a few geographically isolated or geo-politically fortunate people can carry on their lives relatively autonomously by remaining cut off from others, or by ignoring systematic injustices and dangerous dissatisfactions in our wider world, attending only to their own families, their own work, and their own church, however they understand these.  Now, we must be wide-awake in our “American Dreaming” and in our attentiveness to others’ equal need to dream.

     My purpose in this chapter is to show how the “pragmatist social epistemology” I sketched in the last chapter can help us to tell the kind of inclusive, truth-oriented, vision-guiding American story we need now, and that other peoples in other global contexts also need to tell about their own countries. A few individuals will always survive and prosper in times of war, enslavement, pestilence, and famine, but all of us are diminished in our humanity by such experiences, and the cultural wounds they leave run deep and affect all of our future transactions.  Just as all of our diverse American peoples with our rival memories of the past must be reconciled if we are to actualize our guiding democratic ideal’s full meaning, all of these stories of now-rival nations must be reconciled in various ways if we are to “achieve our world” – a more deeply democratic world – as a necessary condition for fulfilling all of our national, familial, and individual hopes.
  
     Richard Rorty understood the importance of this kind of cross-difference reconciliation, but he believed that there is no truth of history that can help us to achieve it, and in any case, that the past is gone and the future must be our concern.  On the important question of how to move forward together in actively striving to “achieve our country,” Rorty deeply disagreed with James Baldwin, who argued that the past is far from gone and can never be forgiven, and that it is only by facing its truths together that we will ever be able to reconcile across our nation’s deep divides in order to work together for a better future.  Though I disagree with Baldwin about the possibility of reconciling while refusing to forgive, I think he is right about the importance of establishing and mutually acknowledging certain truths of history.  As the evidence in this chapter will show, Rorty misread key texts by Whitman and Dewey that he quoted to support his general claim that knowledge of history is neither possible nor necessary, as well as his more specific claim that Baldwin made a “category mistake” when he argued that telling the truth about America’s history must guide our future-oriented pursuit of justice and national unity.  Baldwin’s wisdom on this point has become even clearer since 9/1l – although the continuing costs of America’s chattel slavery, of seizures of Native American’s lands, and of the social subordination of women, as well as the continuing legacy of the Holocaust and other tragic and unnecessary miscarriages of justice by other formally democratic nations, should have provided extensive reasons for all of us to concur with Baldwin even before that awful day.  Taken together, the evidence of these experiences shows that we need a collaborative, problem-focused method of social inquiry to guide our cross-culturally inclusive efforts to learn the truth of history and to rectify still-outstanding debts from our shared past.  In turn, such a truth-and-justice process will clarify our communications about the present and help to guide key aspects of our cross-difference collaborations in future-forging, including shaping and sharing our national-and-global story about America’s trans-generational pursuit of deep democracy. 

Choosing Our History, Choosing Our Hopes? 

     A few years before the beginning of this strange new era that somehow grew out of our past, yet seems to preclude all we once hoped for, Richard Rorty provocatively suggested that social hope and knowledge of history are incompatible, and between the two, we must choose hope.  In fact, in the passage from Achieving Our Country I quoted above as the fourth epigram for this chapter, Rorty suggested that raising questions of truth about a nation’s history involves a kind of category mistake, because the point at issue in the relevant arena of cultural politics is not truth but identity, which is not focused not on the past but on the future – on issues about which hopes are permissible.  Rorty further argued that knowledge of the truth of our history, if it were possible and relevant, would contain within its deterministic, law-like structure an inevitable path into the future that would block creative imagination, putting an end to hope as such: “Whereas Marx and Spencer claimed to know what was bound to happen, Whitman and Dewey denied such knowledge in order to make room for pure, joyous hope” (Rorty 1998: 23, emphasis mine).  

     Clearly, Rorty was suggesting in this passage that knowledge of a non-deterministic, pragmatist kind either is impossible or doesn’t really count as knowledge, and that Whitman’s and Dewey’s only reasons for refusing to believe in historical determinism is that unfettered hope mattered so much to them existentially.  Rorty then attributed to Dewey the proposal that the only or best warrant for any belief is that it helps us to meet a human need, not that it is confirmed by the tests of cross-difference experiences of inquiry and of living in a real world. 

Dewey abandoned the idea that one can say how things really are, as opposed to how they might best be described in order to meet some particular human need.  In this respect he is in agreement with Nietzsche, and with such critics of “the metaphysics of presence” as Derrida and Heidegger.  For all these philosophers, objectivity is a matter of intersubjective consensus among human beings, not of accurate representation of something nonhuman.  Insofar as human beings do not share the same needs, they may disagree about what is objectively the case.  But the resolution of such disagreement cannot be an appeal to the way reality, apart from any human need, really is.  The resolution can only be political: one must use democratic institutions and procedures to conciliate these various needs, and thereby widen the range of consensus about how things are.  (Rorty 1998: 34-35) 

As I argued in the previous chapter, it is simply not true that Dewey entirely rejected any notion of objectivity other than inter-subjective consensus.  Instead, objectivity as Dewey conceived of it emphasizes collaborative inquiry and structured encounters with the wider reality in which humans transactionally participate, within which our needs as well as our ideals and our theories emerge, and are rejected or fulfilled.  Moreover, while Dewey argued that there must be a discussion-based aspect of dispute resolution within any well-conducted inquiry, this does not translate into a view that such resolution is “only political,” whether we are talking about the latest findings of biomedical research or deciding whether today’s newspaper told us the truth.

     Rorty ended his story of Achieving Our Country with the claim that, given the incompatibility of knowledge and social hope, we should choose hope, as Whitman and Dewey did. 

Whitman and Dewey tried to substitute hope for knowledge.  They wanted to put shared utopian dreams – dreams of an ideally decent and civilized society – in the place of knowledge of God’s Will, Moral Law, the Laws of History, or the Facts of Science.  Their party, the party of hope, made twentieth-century America more than just an economic and military giant.  Without the American Left, we might still have been strong and brave, but nobody would have suggested that we were good.  As long as we have a functioning political Left, we still have a chance to achieve our country, to make it the country of Whitman’s and Dewey’s dreams.  (Rorty 1998: 106-107)

In addition to radically misrepresenting the views of Whitman and Dewey, as well as the less ideological, more dynamic patterns of American political life, Rorty makes two important philosophical mistakes in addressing the intertwined issues of history, knowledge, and hope that run from the beginning to the end of Achieving Our Country.  His first mistake was in yielding the still-crucial philosophical language of metaphysics and epistemology – including key terms such as ‘truth,’ ‘knowledge,’ ‘experience,’ and ‘history’ – to those philosophical, religious, political, and legal conservatives who continue to argue for an antiquated and unachievable theory of truth that depends upon correspondence between our ideas and a fixed, human-independent reality, as well as an objective, standpoint-free method of inquiry.  Rorty’s second mistake was advancing his narrowly grounded and insufficiently critical “ethnocentrism” as a substitute both for these older philosophical projects and for a Deweyan pragmatist social epistemology.  The importance of these intertwined mistakes has become even clearer since 9/11, which has or should have taught us that in the future, widely separated peoples will need to converse, to criticize, and to collaborate across significant cultural and even civilizational differences – contra Samuel P. Huntington – to attain mutual security in mutual growth for our larger communities and for the diverse individuals who compose them in each rising generation.

     These two misguided philosophical suggestions, which Rorty had been advancing more abstractly for twenty-five years before writing Achieving Our Country, distort his advice to Americans about three important issues: 

· how we should think of our history in the twenty-first century; 

· how we can foster shared social hopes in spite of still-unresolved problems of our past; and 

· why his proposed “neo-pragmatist” method of fostering social hope would produce greater individual freedom and more effective modes of justice-focused collaboration than a different kind of method – a pragmatist philosophical method that requires us to test and guide our hopes for the future by drawing on the sometimes bitter well of historical truth – a method that is closer to the convergent insights of Whitman, Dewey, and Baldwin.

Rorty’s application of his long-held “neo-pragmatist” views to the contemporary American situation began with his rejection of James Baldwin’s claim in The Fire Next Time that telling the unforgivable truth about America’s history is a necessary prerequisite to the emergence of a cross-racial collaborative community who are ready, willing, and able to pursue justice together, thereby allowing the American people to hope again that the democratic promise of our country will be fulfilled some day.  

     Our nation was founded and still based on a history of unforgiveable crimes, Baldwin charged.  Moreover, history is not as malleable as Rorty suggests.  Though open-ended and always in need of interpretation, an adequate account of the past must be a true one, because it must withstand two kinds of “pressures of life”  (Baldwin 1963: 81).  First, real people still bear real, painful, social-locationally specific, hope-destroying contemporary consequences of past laws, institutions, and individual choices-in-action.  And second, we all must rely on reflection about our shared past to ground and guide shared hopes for our shared future, which is at least partly in our hands to make through broad social collaboration.  Thus, telling the truth about our past and hearing it acknowledged by others – including by those now-collaborating partners who have sometimes been our opponents – plays liberatory, regulatory, and sustaining roles in shaping effective, future-focused, cross-difference projects of hope-in-action.  If any Americans are to have realistic, achievable hopes for the future, Baldwin rightly arguef, instead of simply waiting to be consumed by “the fire next time,” we all need truth-based, shared hopes for a common future, in which still-outstanding debts from the past will be paid and Americans will work together as equals to fulfill our nation’s democratic potential.  Thus, telling our history’s truths must ground the future-focused work of justice to which Baldwin called collaborating leaders from a still-divided American nation (Baldwin 1963: 105).

     Though Rorty clearly was moved by Baldwin’s powerful prose, he argued that Baldwin’s choice to hope, to reach out, and to work in cross-racial solidarity to extend and deepen America’s democracy – in spite of what Baldwin viewed as our country’s unforgivable history of race-based chattel slavery and our on-going, cross-generational racism – cannot be justified as reflecting a truer, more knowledge-based account of our country’s history, present-day patterns, and future potentials than the rival choice of Baldwin’s Black Muslim contemporary, Elijah Muhammad, to reject such hopes, to condemn America, and to refuse to acknowledge any common moral responsibilities that others might associate with his unchosen American citizenship.  Rorty asserts that neither was right, and neither was wrong, because there is no truth of our history to guide us, only a choice about our hopes for the future and how we will act now.  For the same reasons, Rorty suggests, it makes no sense to ask whether Whitman and Dewey got America’s continuing story right – and perhaps whether Rorty got Whitman and Dewey right – because social hope concerns moral identity, national and personal, not knowledge and truth.  

     How, then, are we to choose among different American stories and the different hopes that go with them, especially as a newly re-awakened, deeply fearful and hope-hungry people in a time of world crisis?  Rorty offers no adequate answer to this question.  In contrast, insights from Whitman, Dewey, and Baldwin that he misreads or rejects offer helpful guidance concerning how we should proceed.  Again, let me explain. 

Rorty’s Whitman: A World Without Sin and Knowledge?   

    Rorty’s path to reviving shared social hope depends upon processes of forgetting and denial: forgetting the quest for truth on important matters, as well as previous generations’ hope-grounding beliefs in an eternal scope of events and an extra-human divinity acting within them; and denying the weight of any particular knowledge claims about the real world that might limit imagination, and therefore hope, as well as all traditional claims of non-human authority.  In attempting to persuade us that such forgetting and denial is both possible and well-precedented, Rorty argued that Whitman and Dewey’s hopeful image of America retains the Christian scriptures’ emphasis on fraternity and loving kindness while excising “supernatural parentage, immortality, providence, and – most important – sin” (1998: 16).  Such Luciferian pride, of which so many other peoples now accuse all Americans and of which the American “Right” typically accuses the American “Left,” would no longer be a sin in the world of “Rorty the ironist” for two reasons: first, because there would be no more sins – the concept of “sin” would simply drop out of our language – and second, because we would deny any other source of our being, and any authority that we should respect in our creative becoming, other than our own imaginations and the active choices they guide.
  Rorty’s metaphysics of morals for Americans today would require only one thing of us: that we acknowledge in our freedom our fellow human “archangels” as equally potent and equally free from any external authority as we are ourselves. 

     In claiming that such a self-understanding has and should guide the American “party of hope,” Rorty quoted – and systematically misread – passages from Whitman’s Leaves of Grass with which he claimed Dewey would have agreed.  Rorty suggested that these lines indicate the deeper democratic motive for pragmatism’s rejection of the correspondence theory of truth, as well as any other conception of a pre-existing, human-independent Truth that would limit humanity’s imagination and unfettered freedom to agree among ourselves as the sole basis for what we will regard as binding upon us.  Whitman wrote, and Rorty quotes:

I speak the password primeval . . . I give the sign of democracy;/ By God!  I will accept nothing which all cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms./  . . . Logic and sermons never convince,/ The damp of night drives deeper into my soul./ Only what proves itself to every man and woman is so,/ Only what nobody denies is so. (Rorty 1998: 26-27, quoting Whitman 50 and 56). 

Though Rorty did not offer a close reading of Whitman’s lines, his praise of them, considered in light of his own explicit, long-term anti-religious commitment and his own more detailed, ironist account of self-creation, suggests that he took these lines to express a moral egalitarianism grounded only in a personal stance of rejecting human inequality and any extra-individual basis for well-warranted belief other than universal agreement among our personal experiences.  Perhaps, in spite of his stated “nominalist” metaphysicsl commitment, Rorty read Whitman’s “password primeval” as referring to some kind of generalized, humanistic self-respect that human intuition or a shared “common sense” has always taught us – in spite of the imperious claims of philosophers, theologians, and religious mystics that there are other sources and standards of epistemic and moral validity that can and do exercise authority over the adequacy of our own determinations.
  Rorty read Whitman’s allusion to the authoritative witness of divinity – “By God!” – as a self-reference to the “strong poet” himself, while also claiming it as self-referring for him and for any other self-creating and world-shaping human being – even though many passages in Whitman’s writings suggest that Whitman actually believed that human individuals participate in a divinity that includes but exceeds us.
 

     Reader beware: the real Whitman was not Rorty’s Whitman.  In addition to celebrating the creative potentials of his own body-spirit and those of his fellow individual men and women, the real Walt also lamented their collective role in causing Lincoln’s death, as well as all the hopes that died with him, in such powerful and influential poems as “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomed” and “O Captain! My Captain!”  If we consider what Whitman himself probably meant by the lines Rorty quoted, while taking seriously his impulse to employ the human-connective, world-changing powers of communication – as Dewey did, calling them an achievement in comparison to which transubstantiation pales (Dewey 1925) – we must conclude that Rorty misrepresented the real Walt Whitman in important ways. 

Rorty’s Dewey: A World Without Truth?  

     Rorty’s misreading of Whitman’s allusion to “ sign of democracy” in Leaves of Grass led into a brief sketch of the emergence of pragmatism’s conception of truth, in the course of which he also misrepresented Dewey’s views in order to serve his own rhetorical purposes. 

These passages in Whitman can be read as presaging the doctrine that made pragmatism both original and infamous: its refusal to believe in the existence of Truth, in the sense of something not made by human hands, something which has authority over human beings.  The closest Hegel got to this pragmatist doctrine was his dictum that philosophy is its own time held in thought.   Despite this historicism, Hegel could never bring himself to assert the primacy of the practical over the theoretical – what Hilary Putnam, defining the essence of pragmatism, has called the primacy of the agent point of view. Dewey, like Marx in the eleventh of his “Theses on Feuerbach,” took the primacy of the practical all the way.  (Rorty 1998: 27).  

Rejecting any independent “Super Truth” (and also any Deweyan provisional truths of cross-cultural collaborative inquiry) as criterial for the descriptive accuracy and the moral adequacy of any American story, Rorty’s neo-pragmatism treated American aspirations and needs as “we” understand these as the sole criterion for deciding which story about our nation’s history warrants belief.
 

     In fact, Rorty misleadingly argued, Dewey’s pragmatism was an answer to the question, “What can philosophy do for the United States?” – rather than to the question, “How can the United States be philosophically justified?”  As Rorty told American pragmatism’s story, Dewey abandoned the question, “Why should one prefer democracy to feudalism, and self-creation to obedience to authority?” – in favor of the question, “Given the preferences we Americans share, given the adventure on which we are embarked, what should we say about truth, knowledge, reason, virtue, human nature, and all the other traditional philosophical topics?”  Importantly limiting the actual scope and grounding of the real Dewey’s philosophical goals,
 Rorty claimed: 

America will, Dewey hoped, be the first nation-state to have the courage to renounce hope of justification from on high – from a source which is immovable and eternal.  Such a country will treat both its philosophy and its poetry as modes of self-expression, rather than ask its philosophers to provide it with reassurance. (Rorty 1998: 27-28)

     In Rorty’s view, philosophers have no basis other than personal opinion for criticizing America’s self-preoccupation, and no grounds to which we can appeal – other than agreement of our fellow citizens – in order to reassure (or perhaps to challenge) them in their belief that their country’s institutions, its international policies, and even its perceived shortcomings are justifiable.  Therefore, Rorty concluded, philosophers must recognize that we have no particular public role to play, and thus, can contribute nothing more or different in kind than what poets contribute to our country’s guidance.  We cannot serve as impartial arbiters of history, nor can we provide impartial rules for arbitration among rival claimants.  Neither poets nor philosophers can speak Truth to power, in Rorty’s view.  We can only express ourselves. 

     Moreover, we Americans like what we have achieved, Rorty asserted in Dewey’s name, and our self-satisfaction is what makes an account of our history true or right.

The culminating achievement of Dewey’s philosophy was to treat evaluative terms such as “true” and “right” not as signifying a relation to some antecedently existing thing – such as God’s Will, or Moral Law, or the Intrinsic Nature of Objective Reality – but as expressions of satisfaction at having found a solution to a problem: a problem which may someday seem obsolete, and a satisfaction which may someday seem misplaced.  The effect of this treatment is to change our account of progress.  Instead of seeing progress as a matter of getting closer to something specifiable in advance, we see it as a matter of solving more problems.  Progress is, as Thomas Kuhn suggested, measured by the extent to which we have made ourselves better than we were in the past rather than by our increased proximity to a goal. (Rorty 1998: 28)

Here Rorty distorted Kuhn’s claim about the history of science while misleadingly characterizing Dewey as an ethical emotivist who reduces ethics to ethnocentric feelings, and who has simply added descriptive criteria to the theory in order to better explain why we cheer what we like and boo what we dislike.
  In spite of its multiple misreadings, however, this passage also contains a grain of insight concerning two important aspects of Dewey’s conception of an action-guiding hypothesis for transforming a problem situation.  First, we are motivated to act in order to change circumstances that have given us problems in the past.  And second, the kind of ideal goals that guide our future-focused action are too open-ended, contextual, and processive to be achievable through antecedently specifiable, stage-wise Platonic approximations.
  

     However, Rorty radically understates Dewey’s pragmatist assessment of the importance of provisional truths and guiding ideals in our lives.  For Dewey, scientists who rightly have given up belief in an independent and antecedent Super Truth still do and should seek provisional truths and better truths though on-going processes of inquiry.  Likewise, American citizens who rightly have given up belief in an American Manifest Destiny still do and should guide their actions by a shared democratic ideal.  The term ‘rightly’ as used in the previous sentence had significance for Dewey, expressing more than personal opinion or a widely shared social belief, even after one has given up both the correspondence theory of truth and belief in a divinely foreordained course of human history.  For Dewey, the consequences that matter in testing the meaning and truth of an idea include much more than our personal satisfactions – and even these have social, cross-cultural, and time-tested dimensions that Rorty ignores.  Ironically, Rorty’s claims about Dewey’s view echo Bertrand Russell’s famous, false, and damaging gloss on the meaning of pragmatism’s conception of truth while simply inverting his verdict on its value.  

     For James, Dewey, and contemporary pragmatists, truth is more than what it is helpful for us to believe at some moment in time, more than what we choose to believe.  Truths are achieved warrants for present inquiries that gained their current standing through past inquiries, in which our beliefs were tested against the world as well as others’ reflective opinions, and they either stood up well or were revised accordingly.  Though pragmatist truths are not Super Truths – not yet anyway – they are valued, used to the farthest extent they can go, and then revised again when future experience shows us they must be.  To say that they are our “instruments” is not to cheapen them, but to compare the best-warranted of them to a priceless, seasoned Stradivarius violin – to be used with care and with profound pleasure, because it was made to be used.
 
Rorty’s American Black Box: A Substitute for a Pragmatist Social Epistemology?  
     With this favorable but misleading verdict in mind, Rorty asserted that Dewey’s epistemic egalitarianism ultimately was motivated by and served the needs of his moral and political democracy, understood as a nominalist and ironist faith he shared with Whitman in the originary value and authority of individual human beings.  Somehow, at the same time, this was a faith in our exceptional nation, America, which Rorty claims came into being with both an ontological power and the tendency as an agent to create the conditions for diverse individual self-creations.  

Repudiating the correspondence theory of truth was Dewey’s way of restating, in philosophical terms, Whitman’s claim that America does not need to place itself within a frame of reference.  Great Romantic poems, such as “Song of Myself” or the United States of America, are supposed to break through previous frames of reference, not be intelligible within them.  To say that the United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem is to say that America will create the taste by which it will be judged.  It is to envisage our nation-state as both self-creating poet and self-created poem.  (Rorty 1998: 29)

This passage introduces a collective metaphysical entity, the American nation, into Rorty’s analysis – a created entity, of course, as are all poems – but one that shares the power of its human makers to make new things, specifically the power of a poet to shape future human tastes.  At the same time, this new entity is not separate from those who created it and those it shapes – it maintains and expands the richness and complexity of its life by spreading web-like among them, attaining thereby the status of a unique and unified being.  It’s great fun (and a little scary) to play with this idea – and yet, it straightforwardly contradicts Rorty’s “nominalist” claim about Whitman’s views: that there are no other moral agents than human individuals, and that no artificial entity such as a nation has any claim on individuals’ beliefs and loyalties.  In that other passage which I quoted earlier, Rorty had insisted that only such claims as the experience-shaped consciences of human individuals might prompt them to freely express from time to time, as they individually see fit, have any moral weight.   A view that reconciles these two ideas would make a lot of sense – but it would be a pragmatist view, not Rorty’s view.

     Neither acknowledging this contradiction nor somehow “sublating” it within a Hegelian dialectic or a low-rise pragmatist metaphysics, Rorty the “ironist” here described the American nation as the active agent in a great project of self-creation, whose success will be assessed by the collective body of citizens to which it gives birth.  Other nations’ opinions will not and should not matter to Americans, Rorty asserted, unless these agree opinions with our own.  Nonetheless, a harmonious global future is possible, Rorty predicted, because other nations will tend to agree with “us” to the extent that they democratically re-create themselves according to the American “ironist” model: becoming similarly self-generative nations that give birth to the same kind of self-creating, radically diverse Luciferian individuals who acknowledge no other creator, who reject group identities and inherited responsibilities as in any way binding upon them, yet who for some unexplained reason concur with one another in their views and values concerning all important civic matters.     

So much for my interpretation of Whitman’s and Dewey’s attempts thoroughly to secularize America – to see America as the paradigmatic democracy, and thus as the country which would pride itself as one 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.  (Rorty 1998: 30)

Paradoxically, in spite of his attribution of these views to Dewey, Rorty’s American nation-state here replaces Dewey’s “Great Community” as the indispensable future mode of human social organization.  

     Yet upon careful examination, Rorty’s America is neither poet nor poem nor a web that works within and among us at some other metaphysical level  -- it is nothing more than a “black box” theoretical device that works by sleight of hand.  It does not answer crucial questions about how deep disagreements within America and with other nations can be resolved in the best and most sustainable ways.  It does not tell us how we can foster diverse individualities and a sense of shared responsibility simultaneously.  It does us teach us how our differing, deeply valued cultural identities, practices, and institutions can be understood and respected, reconciled when they conflict in important ways, and effectively challenged in ways that lead to internal reconstruction when they do harm and resist change.  As Ludwig Wittgenstein commented in another context, “The decisive move in the conjuring trick has already been made.”
   Rorty treated the end products of this national “black box” device – self-creating American individuals – as the arbiters of what is “objectively” the case by means of their democratic consensus.  Our nation is not really a formative culture, but an empty shell, Rorty suggests: an open space or a drive-through for simultaneous but independent self-creations.  Our fellow citizens’ self-creative metaphysical freedom depends upon their shared refusal of any epistemological or moral limits on their choices, other than their uncoerced mutual agreement not to interfere with one another’s becoming and to work together to meet such needs as they severally agree are shared or can be traded off against one another.  Their drive through the black box shapes no tastes, nor does their “deliberation” influence their thinking; they only negotiate and enjoy each other’s company.

     Of course, Rorty was partially insightful in emphasizing the importance, both for Dewey and for citizen-thinkers of our own times, of achieving a wide democratic consensus about “how things are,” and also about what should be done if real people are to work together through democratic means toward more deeply democratic ends.  However, Rorty offers poor advice – and certainly very different advice than Dewey offered – in suggesting that the agreement in question needs to be only that of the citizens of the American nation-state, and that such agreement requires no rational and evidential warrants, nor any deep openness to learning new truths that matter, either from other Americans or from the peoples of other nations.  

     We need evidence and argument to support, challenge, and continuously improve our beliefs, not just a tradition-based cultural consensus, not just pronouncement by experts, and not just opportunities to “speak our minds.”  Otherwise, we risk mob rule, authoritarian bureaucracy, or being drawn in by an illusion that our views and values matter in the outcome of a pseudo-deliberation.  Furthermore, other peoples also need the on-going improvement of such truths, and they can contribute to this process, both because the commonalities amidst differences in our cultural standpoints allow them to offer fresh, “outsider” experience-based insights.  Moreover, our interests and our histories are intertwined in ways that are both quotidian and profound, which both entitles other peoples to be heard in the shaping of our nation and makes their “otherness” less significant than Rorty (and Huntington) suggest. 

     Instead of Rorty’s “black box” theoretical device and self-expressive, dangerously parochial rhetorical gestures, what our nation and the world needs now is to employ a democratic social epistemology that can guide our processes of collaborative inquiry and personal reflection on urgent issues of history, social hope, and the future.  In framing and employing such a democratic social epistemology, we would do well to thank Rorty for raising important issues and reminding us of the resources within the classical American pragmatists’ texts and those of other great American citizen-thinkers like Whitman and Baldwin; but then we must go on to retrieve still-living truths from these texts for ourselves. We must seek to benefit not only from their hopeful, progressive spirit, but also from their still-valuable insights about the past-laden, inter-cultural issues – metaphysical, methodological, moral, economic, educational, and practical political issues – that a democracy-deepening social epistemology that can guide sufficiently inclusive, future-focused projects of reflection-and-action in our real historical situations must help us to frame, to inquire about, and to actively address together.  

Remembering Complex, Painful Truths of History as a Basis for Shared Social Hopes

     Fostering diverse collaborations in truth-seeking inquiry and in global transformation – not to achieve American dominance, nor solely to solve our country’s domestic problems, but rather to deepen democracy world-wide – will require us, as Baldwin advised, to remember much that Rorty advised us to forget.  Though Rorty was right that we need to tell a new American story that can successfully re-call American citizen-thinkers to work together as respected, mutually transforming equals in a process of deepening and expanding our country’s actualization of the democratic ideal, Baldwin offered an important negative criterion for adequacy in his warning that an “invented” story that denies our complex and painful history cannot offer the kinds of illuminating, motivating, and semi-directive guidance that he and Dewey agreed we need from our past.  Though our “official” American histories do not adequately acknowledge the multiple, rival stories that currently underpin differing perspectival “knowledges” among the various racial and ethnic member-communities that make up our culturally diverse American people, a new American story that can summon up an inclusively shared vision of who we are, and who we together may hope to become, must speak to and reflect, yet interactively correct this unevadable and potentially valuable epistemological pluralism within our country.  Moreover, it must acknowledge and engage the even wider epistemological pluralism that characterizes diverse global contexts that inextricably interweave through our American lives, now more than ever.      

     Rorty’s worry about epistemological pluralism was that the effort to reconcile our rival histories as a diverse and contentious American people will lead us to focus too much on our troubled past, to despair of any possibility of future national goodness, and to unplug our motivations to advance much-needed struggle for economic justice in our country.  Somehow, he suggested, we must agree on a patriotic story that promotes unity, shared self-confidence, and a commitment to completing that final phase of achieving that “more perfect union” that Lincoln called for during the violent and uncertain days of our nation’s civil war.  The key to achieving economic justice in America, Rorty argued, is to retain our nation’s “self-respect.”  We do not need to know the worst, most discouraging details of our nation’s past, he asserts, to know both what justice requires in the future and how to achieve it.  

     Thus, with a wave of his hand, Rorty closed the curtain that hides the workings of his “black box” American nation-state with its diversely developing individual psyches: many things should “chasten and temper” our national pride, he announces, but “nothing a nation has done should make it impossible for a constitutional democracy to regain self-respect.”  Moreover, if we try to find out the truth about our nation’s past and present moral failures, we abandon shared social hope for the vocabulary of sin (Rorty 1998: 32).  Rorty did not explain here or in Philosophy and Social Hope what he meant by a nation’s “self-respect,” or why the vocabulary of sin is necessarily incompatible with social hope.  

     Contrary to Rorty’s unstated key premise here, however, extensive and reliable evidence about the past convinces most of us reasonable people now that citizens of constitutional democracies knowingly and willingly have been complicit in great evils in our shared human past by elevating to power those who have used the formally democratic mechanisms of their governments to wreak dreadful harms on millions of people in historical disasters that strain the imagination of later generations.  This is why Germany, France, and Japan are so careful now about public claims about their national histories. Remember the Holocaust.  This is also why we as an American people must wake up from our historical amnesia, which allows us so easily to believe in an exceptional past, an exemplary present, and an unrivaled future. Remember two hundred and fifty years of American chattel slavery, and one hundred fifty years of its lingering racist aftermath. Remember America’s “Indian Wars” that legitimized genocide and seizure of lands from Native Americans, as well as survivors’ confinement to reservations and semi-successful attempts at their forced re-acculturation.  We must stop fooling ourselves into believing and hoping that the structures of constitutional democracy unsupported by a deeper, local-and-global democracy can save our future from equally evil acts and prolonged eras of unthinkable cruelty like these.  Calling ourselves “a good nation” while washing our hands of the lingering effects of these acts, events, and whole eras that continue to harm some and benefit others, merely because we are a democracy, and democracy is a good thing – and besides, we have elected new leaders and passed new laws since our nation’s earlier moral failures – does not change the still-present effects of our shared past.  It offers an inadequate prescription for a well-founded national self-respect, as well as an irresponsible approach to present living, and an unsustainable method of assuring that a different, more deeply democratic spirit guides our efforts to achieve our shared hopes and dreams for our common future. 

     Nonetheless, Rorty was right on a key point: mis-employing the vocabulary of sin can worsen matters, not only by blocking the processes of shared social hope, but also by trivializing our history’s great evils in suggesting that an easy regret and a unilateral new resolve can change and protect us from those problems in human hearts and minds that brought these great evils into being.  Instead, we must seek guidance and grounding for more widely shared social hopes from a more careful re-telling of the complex and painful truths of history.  Such a re-telling requires acknowledging the unspeakably cruel actions of some human beings with whom we are historically linked, and for which the vocabulary of sin seems woefully inadequate. Simultaneously, it requires acknowledging the courageously moral actions amidst these horrors that were taken by others with whom we also are historically linked: actions of refusal and of self-sacrifice that can give rise to a fragile sense of a better possibility within us that can spur our own actions toward a future in which such horrors will never again occur.  Rorty was surely right to call on Dewey’s support in arguing that what makes us moral beings is that there are some things we at least think we would rather die than do – and for our lesser moral failings, Rorty was helpful in suggesting that if we do such things in spite of our sense that they are wrong, we must struggle to remain agents, resolving never to do them again (Rorty 1998: 33).  Rorty’s advice may guide an appropriate, adequate, and effective response to many of our individual lies, broken promises, petty thefts, and minor acts of violence, verbal and even physical.  

     However, a prompt and simple new resolve seems wholly inadequate to greater crimes, individual or collective.  These call for deep silence, for continuing reflection, for voicing our responsibility within processes of seeking truth-and reconciliation with those we have greatly harmed.  These also call for self-reconstruction, for making whatever reparations to victims may still be possible, and for working for social reforms to create individual and collective social defenses against future repetitions of such acts.  Otherwise, the pledge “never again” is nothing more than a self-deceiving insult to the memory of the victims.  “To forget would be a sin,” Elie Wiesel wrote of the Holocaust.  “To remember is essential; it is a worthy endeavor, a noble cause for which many of us have fought relentlessly” (Wiesel 2001: A3).  Though Wiesel used the ambiguous, seemingly mental language of “sin” to characterize forgetting, what is involved in the alternative he urged – active re-membering – is more than a pious mental act.  It is a re-calling into being of an experience, shared with others, of as much as we can comprehend among us of what has been lost, combined with a demand for accountability, insofar as this is possible, and a forward-looking, energetic re-dedication to cultivating and protecting a shared sense of what is precious in our present lives, our rival pasts, and our shared future.
  

     Realistic social hope for our shared future requires such two-sided historical remembering.  It requires personal acknowledgment of enormous harms that beggar the language of sin that elected leaders and ordinary citizens of constitutional democracies like our own have wrought in the still-living past.  In combination with such truth-telling, it also requires energetic re-dedication to more widely actualizing the better possibilities that some of our prophetic brothers and sisters devoted their lives to manifesting, even in the midst of such horrors.  Because Rorty was determined to avoid both truth-telling and the religious language of sin, he failed both to clarify “sin’s” limitations and to suggest a more adequate response to those great historic evils that a desirable and sustainable social hopes for the future must acknowledge and reclaim in the course of framing effective motivations for engaged, transformative, more deeply democratic living in the present.  

     In proposing his own approach to future-focused living in a past-burdened world, Rorty endorsed Andrew Delbanco’s explanation of how Dewey understood evil: as a “failure of imagination to reach beyond itself. . . to open oneself to a spirit that both chastises one for confidence in one’s own righteousness and promises the enduring comfort of reciprocal love.”
 But Rorty disagreed with Delbanco that the inadequacy of such an analysis shows why humanity needs a fixed moral standard.  However, Rorty’s explanation of why Delbanco’s solution to the problem of great historical evils was itself woefully inadequate.  

     Rorty claimed that Dewey’s intellectually courageous rejection of the language of “sin” in favor of a more hopeful conception of the human spirit was basic to the Progressive Movement’s confidence in education and social reform as the nineteenth century flowed into the twentieth.  Thus, he claimed, their actual successes in advancing justice in America bear out the fruitfulness, and thus the reasonableness of this linguistic, psychological, and political reorientation.  For the real Dewey and his fellow Progressives, however, ungrounded hopefulness was not the answer to real human evils.  Perhaps their intellectual courage was displayed most in how they confronted great difficulties and failures, often finding themselves divided and in need of major mid-course corrections in their efforts to understand and to transform America’s multi-faceted continuing problem situation as it expanded and mutated over time, in spite of their best collaborative efforts to advance a deeper democracy than the world has ever known. 

     Progressive public philosophers of the twenty-first century must remember that in spite of their shared social hopes, their shared pragmatist methods of inquiry, and their growing body of provisional truths, Dewey and his fellow original Progressives – James, Royce, Du Bois, Addams, Wells-Barnet, Mead, Locke, and others – were often deeply divided in their own minds and against one another about how to face the great evils of their times: war and peace, industrial violence against and by workers, lynching, exclusion of African Americans and women from higher education and the professions, and other Jim Crow-era manifestations of America’s deeply ingrained attitudes toward race and gender.  The original Progressives’ challenge in dealing with their fresh history, like ours in dealing with the still-resonating horrors of our own time, was to take in experientially the inexpressibly evil actions of some human beings like us, in tension with the prophetically courageous moral actions of other human beings equally like us, as stimuli and resources for our search for language-in-action that profoundly and appropriately acknowledges our dual moral inheritance, and that can help us to maintain life-long, committed efforts to achieve more deeply democratic transformations in hearts, minds, and institutions.  

      For example, Jane Addams stood alone against the other Pragmatist-Progressives in her opposition to America’s entry into World War I and all the “patriotic” repression of dissent that went with it, and she was pilloried by the press for it, feeling so much continuous pressure that it nearly broke her health.  In spite of this, she worked with women leaders in other nations at war to found the still-living Women’s International League for Freedom and Justice, which documented real conditions in war zones and promoted citizen efforts to bring about a negotiated solution to the carnage.  Her friends Dewey and Mead communicated with her privately throughout the war, and eventually realized that they had been taken in by the great idea of “a war to end all wars” that she had argued was practically self-contradictory.  She eventually shared the Nobel Peace Prize with one of her war-time opponents who had called her “unpatriotic,” and her insights about the peace process hold insights for us today.
  We must learn her endurance and ability to forgive, as well as her Pragmatist-Progressive friends’ ability to admit being wrong, to change, to reconcile, to carry on.   
     As we pursue our transformative inquiries, like the original Progressives, we must keep our eyes open to the disheartening possibility that our opponents may be working equally hard in pursuit of incompatible social hopes that, if realized, might devastate our own.  Motivating and sustaining well-focused and effectively transformative social hope does not depend upon wearing world-narrowing blinders or minimizing the significance of history’s moral horrors through solitary acts of “strong imagination,” as Rorty read Dewey.  Instead, it depends upon courage to reach out in a pragmatist “faith” without intellectual certainty toward what Delbanco calls “a spirit” – what Dewey himself, without dualistic metaphysics, called a “religious” spirit, drawing on the original Latin meaning of “tying together again” – a shared sense that has the power to move one’s own heart and to bring together a transformative community whose goals and whose means of change arise through the powers and processes of interactive, truth-and-justice-loving, hope-grounding, future-making collaboration in transformative inquiries to deepen democracy locally, nationally, and globally.  

     In his desire to separate religion from public life, and thereby to free human persons for creative individual self-definition, Rorty settled too quickly for an impoverished language of social hope insufficiently complicated by the dreadful realities that certain other thinkers have sought to evoke, though perhaps inadequately, with the language of sin.  At the same time, and because of this same fear of religious language-in-action, Rorty also failed to appreciate that there are other sources and processes for evoking and sustaining realistic social hopes within the life experience of an ideal-loving community – sources that are extra-rational, though they need not be other-worldly.  In a spirit of pragmatist piety, we must learn from Rorty’s insights as well as his mistakes, while drawing on the best insights of the original Pragmatist-Progressives and other congenial “friends of the mind” like Whitman, Baldwin, and Wiesel to guide us in bravely facing the new and frightening in our twenty-first century situation that demands a democratic social epistemology to revive and to re-ground shared social hopes for that global “Great Community” we so desperately need now.

A Pragmatist Path to Social Hope: Critical Memories, Deep Truths, Democratic Loyalties

     As Dewey sketched pragmatism’s social epistemology, each local moral situation is unique in important ways.  Thus, transforming it for the better requires collaborative inquiry to shape a fitting response that draws on the past’s lessons in a balanced way while intelligently attempting to bring about what William James called “a genuine moral universe,” if only in small, contributive ways.
 Each of these focused objectives constitutes what Dewey called an end-in-view toward our larger, vaguely imagined ideal goal: a future in which our democratic ideals will be more fully actualized, and every life’s demand will be heard and valued.
  Dewey’s pragmatist method of inquiry, which he discussed in many works but focused on in some detail in his Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (1938), requires enough intellectual courage to stare evidence in the face, and to change course when that evidence shows that one has been operating on an inadequate hypothesis.  This is the real meaning of William James’s widely misunderstood but still-profound essay, “The Will to Believe.”
  Otherwise, we cannot find better-warranted truths and more adequate grounds for a united response in more effective and sustainable transformative action, without which shared social hope eventually withers during difficult and dangerous times.   

    Though their times may seem far upstream from our own, the kind of democratic, inter-cultural social epistemology that can help us to find our way forward in the complex moral, political, and economic terrain of the twenty-first century was ably sketched in the first half of the twentieth century by a diverse cast of original pragmatist-progressive thinkers and their inheritors.  Our challenge, to be undertaken in a spirit of pragmatist piety, is to critically winnow, affirmatively reclaim, and imaginatively expand this valuable inheritance, marking out our own pragmatist path to social hope guided by their reminders of the importance of critical memories, deep truths, and democratic loyalties.  Tracing a path through their world-transforming life journeys marks out a good way to begin our own reconstructive efforts.

     A good place to begin: Josiah Royce, who was William James’s daily interlocutor as well as the great “ideal pragmatist” from whom John Dewey learned the language of “the Great Community,” insightfully explained in the last years before America’s entry into World War I that real communities are woven together by shared memories and hopes as much as by patterns of inter-reliance in daily living.  Where rival memories divide, Royce pointed out, crisis situations may evoke shared new hopes that bring a new community into being rather suddenly – a “Beloved Community” if the hopes are great enough, and if mutual commitment-in-action exceeds the limited expectations that a past history of harms once made reasonable.
  Building on these insights, Royce’s and James’s student, the great “critical pragmatist” Alain Locke, expanded this insight by suggesting the possibility and the importance of relationally reframing our rival histories of harms through face-to-face experiences of collaboration in hope-building, world-healing practical projects.
  When such projects are effectively structured and sincerely entered into, Locke suggested, they can teach non-fundamentalists among both “victors” and “vanquished” of still-fresh historical struggles the practical meaning of a cosmopolitan “unity amidst diversity” as a shared guiding goal, and “critical relativism” as its epistemological and interpretive principle.  When it is properly understood, Locke’s pragmatist “critical relativism” can be employed in re-framing curriculums and educational processes to prepare every nation’s students for a future of peaceful, relational living in a closely interconnected world in which a culture-transforming version of James’s metaphysical and ethical pluralism has become a necessary intellectual tool for human survival and flourishing.
  Martin Luther King, Jr., a self-described “personalist,” was a student of Royce’s students, who also knew both Locke’s and James’s work.  He employed all of these insights in combination with Howard Thurman’s critical reconstruction of Christianity and Gandhi’s cosmopolitan religious and political transformative vision to frame the most effective non-violent mass struggle for “the Beloved Community” the world has ever known – a river of shared social hoping that continues to carry forward invaluable deposits of memory and insight into our own times.
  

     We who need such expansive social hopes and such a world-changing movement now must link both of these to careful, double-edged historical memories if we are to gain and retain their lessons of conscience, of committed effort against evil, of democratic loyalty, and of inclusive love.  But we also must be prepared to re-frame our knowledge relationally, accepting correctives from the differing perspectives of other members of a shared new community of hope and struggle in order to actively knit together a diverse, world-wide coalition in transformative inquiry that motivates us as a “Beloved Global Community.”  Such a national and world-wide community of hope and cooperative struggle for peace and justice already had begun to coalesce in the days immediately following September 11, before President Bush unleashed the dogs of war and threatened destruction of all who are not “with us” on “our terms.”  Our challenge now is to revive this global community of hope and cooperative struggle into full and vibrant life.  

     Our “Beloved Global Community” of the twenty-first century must be more than an anti-war community.  It must be a peace-forging community that uses effective, cooperative methods of social and scientific inquiry about causes and possible solutions of our troubles, in concert with democratically open-minded interpretive processes that draw upon diverse, culture-linked “knowledges” of the present and potential meanings of history-with-us.  It must foster those wider democratic loyalties among peoples that can emerge and mature within practical, concerted efforts to change mentalities, emotional economies, and globally interlinked social-material conditions that leave many members of our human family in so much want and despair that some willingly give their lives to build up global tsunamis of history-changing violence. 

     Even if we have become firmly convinced, contra Rorty, that a careful, truth-seeking historical memory is necessary for moral and practical guidance in a dangerous but not possibility-closed world, we must face with him the reality of rival memories, sometimes linked to narrow loyalties that seem to license terrible things: murder and war, famines and epidemics, religious intolerance, ethnic cleansing and cultural erasure, exclusion of women and ethnic minority groups from participation rights and educational opportunities, cruelty to other species, devastation of our shared habitat.  If a pragmatist process of reworking history’s probable future is to offer a better transformative path to widely shared, sustainable social hopes than Rorty’s “neo-pragmatist” path, such a process must reasonably and realistically expand our deepest loyalties cross-culturally and trans-nationally, while guiding us in interactively judging together whether a particular story of shared group identity and past relationships with others is true, or at least well-warranted.  Because Rorty believed it is impossible to state and to rationally defend criteria for such a cross-difference critical-interpretive process, he rejected the possibility of historical truth and knowledge in favor of proposing that we tell stories that are motivating to “us” as a national culture and that illuminate “our” ideals in ways that make them more effective in guiding “our” actions.  However, the human global community can and must do better than this now.  

     In our post-September 11 world, we must face history’s painful truth that pursuing a Wilsonian conception of American-style democratization world-wide in a variety of global contexts could lead and already has led to forced imposition of a set of uniform, “cookie cutter” institutions in other global contexts that have very different histories and cultural traditions than our own.  When American-style institutions are imposed on people outside their context of origin, instead of seeming natural, desirable, and progressive, as they do to most Americans, they often seem alien, oppressive, and Procrustean, forcing sudden and unsupported expansions or painful truncations of historically and culturally evolved lifeways to which they are uncongenial.    Of course, there are no “pure” cultures in our world today that do not carry forward significant marks of past interchanges with other cultures, both for good and for ill; nor have there ever been such “pure” cultures.  Nonetheless, there are deep differences among real, existing cultures concerning the ideals, practices, institutions, instruments, artifacts, and histories in terms of which they frame human lives, foster communal loyalties, and guide shared social hopes.  These deep differences must be taken into account in critically open-minded, context-specific ways within our efforts to foster democratic global futures.  

     Within a field of cultural differences, a well-informed, open-minded, deeply democratic interpreter would understand some practices as what Alain Locke called “functional variants” that performatively express “common humane values,” though in differing ways.  Some study and reflection would suggest that many social, religious, governmental, and educational practices express this first kind of difference, as do the more obvious examples of differences in culinary, musical, and hospitality traditions.
  As Locke suggested, we have good reasons not only to democratically tolerate these kinds of differences, but even to celebrate them, because they are important to our sisters and brothers in other places.  They are their traditions, and they connect them to particular communities of memory that stabilize and give meaning to their lives.  At the same time, they can expand our own experience and stimulate our own reflection and growth.  

     However, as Locke pointed out, culturally differing practices of a second kind are “democratically intolerable” because they block some culture members’ opportunities to meet their basic human needs, to participate fully in shaping the future direction of their society, or to experience flourishing lives that allow them to develop and to enjoy their individual gift-potentials.  Concerning such practices, we as fellow world-citizens must find feasible and democratically desirable ways to influence and to support one another in seeking change within the affected cultures.  In rare, truly serious emergencies, we must act directly, collaboratively, and effectively to prevent great harms – not only great harms of commission like wars and executions, but also great harms of omission, such as ineffective governmental response to famine and public policies that deny whole generations of girls and women opportunities to achieve literacy and active citizen participation.
   In such cases, we must act both for these unknown sisters’ and brothers’ sake and for our own, because our world citizens’ lives are no longer separable.  

     In our globally interconnected real world of the twenty-first century, curtailing such great harms of commission and omission, while cooperatively creating new peace-fostering resources and opportunities to assist our sisters and brothers in other places to meet their basic needs and to develop their human capabilities, requires that member nations of the world community learn to actively and effectively make inter-culturally well-informed distinctions between functional variants of common humane values and democratically intolerable practices.  This require critically re-considering their own cultural practices as well as those of others in these terms.  Getting such distinctions right requires soberly reflecting on the truths of history, understood as a balanced, multi-sided, relational re-telling of experienced events that hears other voices as well as the mainstreams of one’s own tradition.  It also requires fact-finding, truth-seeking, cooperative inquiries that involve the “best minds” among diverse peoples who have something in common at stake in creating the local-and-global conditions for a positive, cooperative peace that fosters democratically diverse instantiations of national, communal, familial, and individual flourishing.  

     Efficiency and simplicity weigh in as practical, action-guiding values within deeply democratic development strategies only in a secondary “lexical” relation to this pragmatist background requirement that our transformative efforts must foster complex, democratically interlinked heterogeneity in particular instantiations of the common goals we seek, rather than value-reductive, culture-destroying homogeneity.
  It may be valuable at this time in history to encourage differing cultures and individuals to work first and primarily within and through their own nations’ governments and socio-economic institutions in striving to meet their basic needs and in seeking support and opportunities for the development of their complex human capabilities.  At the same time, it may be most feasible and democratically desirable now for other nations, cultures, and individuals to assist their culturally differing sisters and brothers primarily through institutions that are indigenous to or highly compatible with their home places.
   Of course, the reasonableness in particular contexts of this general, two-part democratic development strategy requires that relevant governmental and non-governmental socio-economic institutions display enough openness and transparency to serve those in need and to discourage corruption while allowing their activities to be understood and supported or challenged by interested parties inside and outside their countries who make the effort to know.  

     However, this two-part democratic development strategy of respectful cooperative assistance, with its operative requirements of inclusiveness, openness, and transparency, is compatible with wide-ranging democratic pluralism in institutional structures and processes.  It allows for, even requires, a great deal of history-based, culture-linked contextual specificity in democratic institutional designs and processes, while accepting significant “information costs,” a concept from economic theory that reminds us that learning what we need to know comes at the expense of time and money that could have been employed in other ways.  Working with culture-linked institutional diversity requires outsiders to invest a significant amount of study time to know what’s going on in order to play helpful, integrative roles on behalf of the world community of nations as they work toward deepening global democracy in political, cultural, and economic relations.  In fact, a carefully balanced, multi-sided, relational study of relevant examples from history will show us that intervening in others’ local contexts, even with the most helpful intentions or to make our own lives more secure, is likely to do great harm to all concerned unless we invest this kind of other-study time in preparing for those mutually illuminating negotiation processes.  Through well-prepared, mutually framed, collaborative processes, as Jane Addams suggested, we can see how we can work together to improve things for all concerned.
   

     Such a pluralistic approach to world future-making is necessary – and it is the simplest and most efficient approach possible – if democracy’s guiding goal is to be achieved: the liberation of diverse individuals who are always and everywhere culture members into ways of living that respect them in their particularity, that assist them in their needs and in the growth of their human capabilities, and that value their dispersed knowledges as priceless in the shaping of the mutually transformative practices and processes of a locally contextualized yet globally cosmopolitan “unity in diversity.”  A cosmopolitan respect for culture-linked differences that are democratically tolerable can be a source of strength in fostering world-wide support for the democratic ideal as an immanent transformative current within a shared present and a hoped-for future.  If world citizens today are to take the right risks in encouraging and monitoring the progress of such cosmopolitan democratization processes world-wide while using America’s historically evolved customs and institutions as only one set of still-unfinished models among many, we can and must retain the idea of truth, learning to understand its guiding roles in past-appraising and future-shaping processes in new ways: provisional, inquiry-specific, practical.

Conclusion: Only True, Shared Stories Can Restore Shared Social Hopes 

     In the twenty-first century, we have even better reason to believe that the original pragmatist, Charles Sanders Peirce, was right a hundred and fifty years ago about his metaphysical “tychism.” This was Peirce’s guiding metaphysical hypothesis that the developmental process of our cosmos is not finished, that genuinely new things emerge in the cosmos at all levels, from sub-atomic particles to galaxies, including in the structures and interactive processes of living things, and especially (with the help of new technologies and new ways of thinking about the lessons of experience) in human ways of living, loving, evaluating our lives, and imagining possible futures that we may be able to co-create.  Peirce’s “tychism” means that there is no fixed, unchanging “way things are” for us to know about nature, about democracy, or even about divinity.  Furthermore, as Dewey pointed out, we cannot stand outside this process of world-becoming as uninvolved and disinterested observers in order to grasp some Super-Truth about it.  Not only do we care passionately about how things go in ways that unevadably affect our knowing and our doing, but we are “agent-patients” in the midst of events, interacting with other agents and processes while undergoing change ourselves, as events work themselves within and among us.  

     That sense of “the new” always stirring within the old that destabilizes any certainty about what is, or has been, or will be, is widely shared among our living human generations now, in America and in many other places world-wide.  It is a source of existential nausea to some that drives them back to seeking fortification from older stories in which nothing important ever changes.  At the same time, it is a source of liberation into hopes for wider possibilities in living for those who have found the world as circumscribed by the older stories suffocating and panic-producing.  If Whitman, Peirce, James, Royce, Dewey, Addams, Locke, Baldwin, King, Wiesel, and Rorty are right, this widely shared sense of “the new” stirring deep down that stimulates interest in both kinds of stories now is not merely interesting; it is important for the world’s future, because people act on their stories.  

     Must the second kind of stories – the liberatory stories of a new era in world-becoming – be God-less, truth-free, and history-lite, as Rorty argues, leaving behind all of these philosophical categories as already claimed and powerfully dangerous within the old stories, in order to make room for a “joyous social hope” of creative living unspoiled by the cries of those unfairly wounded by cosmically contingent and therefore changeable social histories?  No – a careful reading of the original Pragmatist-Progressives and downstream “friends of the mind” as an aid to sober reflection on the searing experiences of so many people in these early years of the twenty-first century suggests that critical, dual-sided relational memories of history, an immanent sense of divinity, widely shared cosmopolitan loyalities, open-ended knowledges, provisional truths, and active engagements in cross-cultural collaborative projects of mutual aid and transformation are grounds and guides for a much-needed, globally shared social hope.

     However, as Whitman and James clearly intimated, divinity must be understood to enter into and to dwell within the world in different ways than some of the older religious stories seem to suggest.  As Dewey and Addams demonstrated, truth must lose its finality and coercive power while gaining in its transformative usefulness.  As Royce suggested, our loyalties can and must become as ecumenical as they are deep.  And as Locke, King, Baldwin, and Wiesel have shown by their lives as well as their works, history can and must remain present and unfinished for us, whispering different parts of the riddle to differing people who must find ways to combine and correct their bits of experience and their differing interpretations, so that a living, life-guiding, harmonious wisdom can sound forth.

      To advance the kind of common story Rorty rightly called for in Achieving Our Country along the collaborative lines I have argued for here and in Chapter Two, drawing on the kind of pragmatist social epistemology I have argued for here and in Chapter Three, I have tried to show three things: first, that Whitman and Dewey did not in fact agree with Rorty’s conclusions about history, knowledge, and hope; second, that Baldwin was right about the importance of historical truth for the pursuit of future-focused justice and the cross-difference unity and harmony to which justice is prerequisite; and third, that a pragmatist social epistemology can meet our present need for effective, hope-sustaining guidance and reliable critical correctives within a world-wide, cross-cultural, collaborative process of future-influencing reflection and transformative action.  Now it is time to draw on such a pragmatist social epistemology to retrieve and expand our stories of “achieving our country” and “achieving our world.” 

� For excellent insights about how such a Deweyan pragmatist conflict resolution process might proceed, see William R. Caspary’s excellent book, Dewey on Democracy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000). 





� See Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (New York: Touchstone, 1996) and Who Are We? Challenges to America’s National Identity (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2004).  For more reasons why I think Huntington is wrong on these issues, see the Introduction and Chapter One of this book; for reasons why I think he was wrong earlier, in the study he authored with Michael Crozier and Joji Watanuki, The Crisis of Democracy: Report on the Governability of Democracies To the Trilateral Commission (New York: New York University Press, 1975), see Chapter Five.





� I explain briefly in the Introduction what I think Rorty means by calling himself an “ironist” and why I think this was a mistake.  For Rorty’s fuller explanation, see his Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).





� However, in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989) and in other places, Rorty specifically argued that there really is no such thing as “common sense,” because we humans are all unique beings who do not share a common human nature (his “nominalism”), and we are confined to our particular times and places in history (his “historicism”).  I say a little more about these ideas, how they interrelate, and why I think they must be wrong in the Introduction to this book.





� Following Nietzsche, Rorty did not think that everyone is or could become a “strong poet” –  his way of referring to an exemplary human beings with the strength of mind and character as well as the gifts with language to create a new self-image and a new world-vision, and to persuade others to accept these through “persuasive rhetoric.”  However, contra Nietzsche, Rorty’s democratic utopianism is expressed in the hope that others will learn to appreciate and to willingly emulate their nation’s “strong poets.” Again, see his Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989).





� Pragmatists and some others often use a capital “T” when writing the word ‘truth’ to suggest what I call a “Super Truth” – an important proposition that is or could be known with certainty, that could not be unseated by any future inquiry, that would be acknowledged by any reasonable person who understood it, and that fruitfully determines and regulates many other beliefs we could reasonably hold.  It is not clear whether Charles Sanders Peirce, one of the founding pragmatists who later distinguished his own views from theirs as “pragmaticism,” believed that communities of inquirers are actually fated to arrive at  “Super Truths” some day if they adhere strictly to the intellectual virtues he highlighted, or whether this was a regulatory ideal for him that directs effective inquiry.  Other pragmatists agree that, in any case, we need to strive for interim, revisable, falliblistic “truths” that mark our advance over past beliefs or theories that were harmfully vague or downright wrong, and that guide our efforts to do better in the future.  Rorty disagreed with using the word ‘truth’ to refer to such beliefs, propositions, or theories—his texts are unclear about whether this was because he thought the word itself is misleading when used in this way, or because he thought the activity of searching for “truths” is not a fruitful way to think about and the past and prepare for the future.





� To see what John Dewey actually has to say about why and how democracy emerged out of feudalism, and why its structures and social processes better satisfy the deep needs and aspirations of modern peoples, see Dewey’s The Public and Its Problems (1927), as well as various passages in Individualism Old and New (1930), The Quest for Certainty (1934), Liberalism and Social Action (1935), and Freedom and Culture (1939), among other works.





� Thomas Kuhn’s blockbuster, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962), influentially drew on cross-era historical evidence that should have violated the principles of “Rorty the historicist” to show that science does not proceed in a progressive, linear fashion, with everyone in a particular field in basic agreement about what they are doing, which theories are closest to right, and what evidence matters for settling any unresolved issues, but rather that there are rival research programs even within times of “normal science,” and that occasionally, a new “paradigm” emerges that people either accept or reject for complex reasons, but not because the evidence somehow “forces” them to do so.  The “ethical emotivists” were a prominent school of thought in English-language philosophy during the 1950’s who claimed that there can never be the right kind of (scientific) evidence for or against ethical beliefs, judgments, and “arguments,” but that they rest on “emotional” grounds alone and amount to no more than cheering and booing.





� In the Republic and other works, Plato claimed that it is possible to fully grasp a detailed understanding of ideal “Super Truths” in moments of insight, and thereafter we can work to conform our behavior and the world to them by stages of progress toward getting it right, or “successive approximations.”





� I think the view of truth I sketched here is very close to Pascal Engel’s in his exchange with Richard Rorty, What’s the Use of Truth? (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007).  While Engel distances himself from the pragmatist conception of truth that Bertrand Russell attributed to William James, this is not the same as distancing himself from James’s and Dewey’s actual view, which Engel understands through Russell’s distorting lens.  As unfortunately was often the case, Rorty was no help in explaining James’s and Dewey’s actual views, being more interested in using them as a foil for advancing his own views, including his view that there are nor true interpretations of works of literature and philosophy, and thus, no false ones.  I disagree – there may be multiple true pragmatist interpretations, and there clearly are countless false ones.  More on this at a later time.





� See Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (1953). 





� I am grateful to Msgr. Howard Calkins for an illuminating explanation of what is involved in ritual remembering in Jewish and Christian religious contexts, and also for emphasizing the importance of reconciliation in creating personal and social conditions for fulfilling one’s moral resolve to live differently and better after one has done great harm.  He is not responsible for unorthodox aspects of my pragmatist use of these and other religious ideas throughout this discussion, though I hope he will find them fruitful.





� See Eugene Delbanco, The Death of Satan: How Americans Have Lost the Sense of Evil (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1995), 175 – 176.





� See my “Social Democracy, Cosmopolitan Hospitality, and Inter-Civilizational Peace: Lessons from Jane Addams,” forthcoming in a collection of essays on Addams edited by Maurice Hamington and published by the State University of New York Press. 





� See William James, “The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life,” an address to the Yale Philosophical Club, originally published in The International Journal of Ethics, April 1891, and widely reprinted and anthologized.





� Vagueness is not necessarily a bad thing, in James’s view – some of our most important ideals and insights are vague, and always will be, though they help to guide our living as well as our inquiry, and over time and with care, we may learn to understand them better.  Democracy, justice, love, truth, knowledge, and world peace are all vague in this way, and yet fruitful.  For helpful insights in this, see William J. Gavin’s beautifully written book, William James and the Reinstatement of the Vague (Philadelphia: Temple University Press). 





� See William James, “The Will to Believe,” an address to the Philosophical Clubs of Yale and Brown Universities, originally published in the New World (June 1896), later included in The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1912).  This is an important essay, and it requires careful reading to avoid misinterpreting it.





� See Josiah Royce, The Problem of Christianity (1916).





� See Leonard Harris, ed., The Philosophy of Alain Locke: Harlem Renaissance and Beyond (1989) and The Critical Pragmatism of Alain Locke: A Reader on Value Theory, Aesthetics, Community, Culture, Race, and Education (1999).  





� See King’s last monograph, Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community? (1967) and his related writings in James M. Washington, ed., Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr. (1986).





� Democratically tolerable Lockean “functional variants” in cultural practices that express “common human values” may include some important differences in marriage customs, such as practices of arranged marriages and perhaps even polygamy that are not culturally acceptable or even legal in many Western romantic love-oriented, ideally monogamous countries, provided that the partners give full and free consent as adults, provided that the terms of marriage do not prevent the partners’ full and free public participation and overall growth as human persons, and provided that they assure positive social environments for children, older people, and other family members who may be intimately affected by such marriage arrangements.  Of course, the same provisos of democratic tolerability apply to the West’s romantic love-oriented, “ideally monogamous” marriage practices.





� See my essay, “Deepening Democratic Transformation: Deweyan Individuation and Pragmatist Feminism, in Charlene Haddock Seigfried, ed., Feminist Interpretations of John Dewey (2002).  See also Martha Nussbaum’s list of basic human capabilities that require social support for their development in Chapter 1 of her Sex and Social Justice, and Amartya Sen’s related discussion of human development in his Development as Freedom (1999).  While these are not pragmatist analysis of human capabilities and the contextual requisites for their development, they are suggestive in their specifics, which do not hinge on methodological issues where my view differs from theirs.





� In A Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press 1971), John Rawls explained the ideal of “lexical” ordering among his two main principles of justice.  Lexical ordering as he used the concept there and I use it here means that a second principles did not come into play in ways that undercut a primary one – the idea is not to bring them into some kind of a “balance” or even what Rawls call a “wide reflective equilibrium,” but rather to protect the first principle and to work out how to fulfill it using the second one.





� Martha Nussbaum and several other speakers made this argument at a session on the politics of globalization at the 2002 Eastern Division Meetings of the American Philosophical Association, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (USA).





� I draw here upon Jane Addams’s thinking about mutual transformation within democratic processes of working together across differences to meet basic human needs in her discussion of “Charitable Effort” in Democracy and Social Ethics (1902), and well as Charlene Haddock Seigfried’s meditations on Addams’s example in her Pragmatism and Feminism: Reweaving the Social Fabric (1996) and her edited collection, Feminist Interpretations of John Dewey (2002).





� Such a process draws on Seyla Benhabib’s many practical insights on recent events in Another Cosmopolitanism (2006) without entangling us in Kantian claims about already shared universal, cross-cultural rationality or in her surprising attributions of evolutionary powers to human rights claims themselves, instead of to our thinking as those of us culturally located cosmopolitan humans who come to understand and to advance them.
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