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Abstract

This paper examines and compares the different ways in which Charles Taylor and
Richard Rorty critique the representationalism and foundationalism characteristic of
modem epistemology (Chapter One), then considers how their critiques affect their
respective understandings ofmorality (Chapter Two) and of the role ofreligious beliefin
modem secular societies (Chapter Three). Rorty's and Taylor's epistemological debate is
presented as an example of the differences between, on the one hand, 'anti-ontological'
or pragmatic post-foundational philosophies (such as Rorty's) and, on the other, 'weak
ontological', contact realist alternatives (such as Taylor's). The paper concludes with a
defense of Taylor's position over Rorty's, and, in doing so, makes a case for the rejection
of strictly naturalist accounts of the moral and religious life in favor of a (weak
ontological) picture of the human person as necessarily oriented in relation to
transcendent goods of other trans-hum an realities.

Dans ce travail je vise à élaborer et comparer les approches respectives de Charles Taylor
et Richard Rorty à la critique du réprésentationalisme et du fondationalisme typiques de
l'épistémologie moderne (premier chapitre).

Par la suite je demande comment ces

critiques influencent l'éthique de chacun des deux auteurs (deuxième chapitre) ainsi que
leur vision du rôle de la croyance religieuse à l'intérieur des sociétés laiques de nos jours
(troisième chapitre). Le débat épistémologique entre Rorty et Taylor est présenté tel un
exemple des différences entre des philosophies pragmatiques ou antiontologiques (eg la
vision de Rorty) et des philosophies d'une "ontologie faible" ou "contact realist", comme
celle de Taylor. Ma conclusion est un plaidoyer pour le point de vue de Taylor contre
celui de Rorty; ainsi je propose le rejet des versions strictement naturalistes de la vie
morale et religieuse et l'acceptation d'une vision "faiblement ontologique" de la personne
humaine - la personne humaine qui est orientée nécessairement vers des biens
transcendentaux d'autres réalités transhumaines.
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INTRODUCTION
1. Aim ofthis Paper

This paper examines the different ways in which Canadian philosopher Charles
Taylor and American intellectuai Richard Rorty have critiqued and professed to 'move
beyond' the modem project of epistemology as founded by the Enlightenment. l show
how Taylor's phenomenological critique of epistemology leads him to retain the
possibility of some transcendent, more-than-human reality to which human beings are
related, and how Rorty's pragmatist critique leads him expressly to reject such a
possibility. Based on this examination, l consider how their different approaches affect
their thinking on morality and the role of religious belief in modem, secular societies.

In this introduction, l explain how l came to focus on Rorty's and Taylor's debate,
set the debate in a larger context, and suggest several reasons why l believe it to be
important. l close with a chapter outline and review of sources.

2. Context

Underlying many contemporary philosophical and political debates, one is likely
to find a cluster of deeper, perhaps implicit differences between interlocutors' attitudes
towards what is usually called the Enlightenment project, and, more specificaIly,
regarding the nature and limits of modem Western rationalism. By 'the Enlightenment
project', l mean the effort, rooted in the work of seventeenth and eighteenth century
thinkers as diverse as Locke, Hume, Descartes, Kant or Jefferson, to reground society on
rational foundations unencumbered by authority, tradition or superstition. By 'modem
rationalism', l mean the conviction that we can come to know aIl that can be known
about our world through the instrumental exercise of reason, and that apparently nonrational phenomena (such as aesthetic or religious experience) can be ultimately
accounted for, without remainder, within the limits of reason alone.
Paradigmatic instances of modem rationalism in the twentieth century include the
positivism of the Vienna Circle and the early Wittgenstein, the psychological
behaviorism of B. F. Skinner, William Rostow' s early, linear model of socioeconomic
development of the 1950s and 60s, and the recent rise to prominence of rational choice
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theory (ReT) in the social sCIences. AlI of these examples are characterized by a
conviction that hard facts and normative values can and should rigorously be
distinguished from one another, and that whatever importance values may have to
rational debate about philosophy or policy can be reduced to statements of empirical fact
about the behavior of persons holding certain values or beliefs.
Many thinkers have noted the importance to modem rationalism, especially since
Descartes, of a certain 'philosophical anthropology' ofthe human subject and 'ontology'
of that subject's place in the world, and suggested that this 'epistemological picture'
undergirds rationalism's confidence in the unbounded capacities of instrumental reason.
This claim seems to me vindicated by a glance at rational choice theory (ReT), which is
perhaps the clearest contemporary manifestation of modem rationalism. ReT operates
based on what its practitioners calI a 'methodological individualism', defined by one pair
of authors as a conviction that 'the behavior of groups, or institutions, may be best
understood as the outcome of the aggregation of individual decisions,l. Building upon
this methodological first premise, ReT practitioners describe the individual decisionmaker as first and foremost a homo economicus - 'an instrumentally rational and
calculating seeker ofpleasure satisfaction,2. This view ofhuman decision-making, which
has ascended to prominence in economics, political science, anthropology and sociology
over the past several decades, itself provides few if any resources for critiquing its
implied 'picture' of the human subject.
l began research for this thesis with an interest in finding out how thinkers have
set about critiquing this picture, and quickly discovered no shortage of examples. Initially
interested in critiques from outside the Western tradition, l discovered that sorne of the
most sustained and vocal non-Western criticisms have come from the Islamic world.

1 Morris, Irwin and Joe A. Oppenheimer. (2004) 'Rational Choice and Politics' in Irwin Morris, et al., eds.,
Politicsfrom Anarchy to Democracy: Rational Choice in Political Science (Stanford: Stanford UP), p. 9.
2 Heap, Shaun Hargreaves, Martin Hollis et al. (1992) The Theory of Ch 0 ice: A Critical Guide (Oxford and
Cambridge: Blackwell), p. 62. Early RCT saw this description as exhaustive and valid across the board,
although more recent accounts tend to allow for a secondary capacity ofhuman beings to act as a homo
sociologicus, who 'lives according to mIes, roles and relations' (ibid., p. 63).
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Through the work of Wellesley scholar Roxanne Euben, who has identified many
parallels between Western and Islamic critiques of modernitl, 1 encountered and began
to examine the work of Seyyed Hossein Nasr4 , Ziauddin Sardar5 , and various fellows of
the International Institute of Islamic Thought (lIIT) in Herndon, Virginia, such as Akbar
S. Ahmed6 . Alleging a Western 'epistemological imperialism', these thinkers have
sought, in the words of Mona Abul-Fadl, director of IIIT's Western Thought Project, to
'expose the sinews of the dominant [rationalist] paradigm, [and] to invest in its
deconstruction in a manner that can pave the grounds for its rectification, or for us
Muslims, for its transcendence,7. This effort to transcend the rationalist 'paradigm' has
led sorne Muslim thinkers to argue for an 'Islamization of science', and the development
of a specifically 'Islamic anthropology'. Although it remains unc1ear whether this
minority discourse in Islamic thought has been or could be successful in posing a viable
alternative to so-called 'Western science', it seemed significant that an effort of this sort
was being made, and led me to wonder what sorts of parallel activities where being
undertaken among Western thinkers.
Starting with Alasdair MacIntyre and Charles Taylor, whose work Euben
identifies as examples of Western ambivalence regarding science and positivism8, 1 was
immediately struck by the degree to which Western philosophy over the past several
decades has been focused on precisely this sort of critique. Convinced that any
engagement with external critiques would need to proceed from an understanding of this
intramural Western debate, 1 set aside, for the time being, the work of Nasr, Sardar and
the IIIT.
Western criticism has focused on rationalist or positivist epistemology. On such a
construal, explanation is seen as the paradigmatic human activity. Human subjects
3 See especially Euben's book Enemy in the Mirror: Islamic Fundamentalism and the Limits ofModern
Rationalism (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1999) and her essay 'A Countemarrative ofShared Ambivalence:
Some Muslim and Western Perspectives on Science and Reason' Common Knowledge 9: 1, 2003.
4 See Nasr's Science and Civilization in Islam (Cambridge, MA: The Islamic Texts Society, 1987) and his
The Need for a Sacred Science (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993).
5 See Sardar's 'Why Islam needs Islamic Science' New Scientist, April 1982: 25-8, and Islam,
Postmodernism and Other Futures: A Ziauddin Sardar Reader. Eds. Sohail Inayatullah and Gail Boxwell.
(London and Sterling, V A: Pluto Press, 2003).
6 See Ahmed's Toward Islamic Anthropology: Definition, Dogma and Directions (Lahore: Vanguard
Books, 1987).
7 Cited in Euben (2003), p. 68.
B Ibid., pp. 69-75.
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employ language and reason instrumentally to offer explanations of states of affairs both
within themselves and of objects in the world, and the aggregate total of these
explanations is seen to define the outer limits of human knowledge. Explanations are
epistemically significant because they entail the articulation ,of facts, which, for the
positivist, are all that is truly 'real'. Values, opposed by the positivist to facts, calI for
interpretation, which is seen as a secondary activity of attributing cultural, subjective
significances to objects or phenomena which actually are (factualIy, bluntly) sorne way
independent of our attributions. To work with facts, then, is to deal with objective reality;
to work with values is to remain in our (merely) subjective point ofview. The difference
is not unlike that between C. P. Snow's 'two cultures,9 - the scientists as fact-dealers, the
intellectuais as interpretation-mongers.
Following in part upon developments in the philosophy of science 10, it has
become common in many circles of the academy to refer to an 'interpretive tum,l1 in
philosophy over the past several decades. This term of art refers to a recognition that
interpretation cannot be allowed to take a back seat to explanation, and that, indeed, the
culturally and linguistically embedded nature ofhuman subjectivity calls for our accounts
to take 'values' or 'interpretations' just as seriously as 'facts' in our efforts to articulate
an adequate account of human persons and their relation to the world. In other words, the
epistemological picture is insufficient because it is inadequately holistic. It sees a
straightforward binary relation of subject to object, where in fact both subject and object
are inextricably intertwined both with each other and with the whole (perceptual, sociocultural) context in which they meet.
Holism, then, has been an important buzzword for thinkers who have taken this
interpretive tum. Major differences have arisen, however, over the nature and extent of

See C. P. Snow's The Two Cultures (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993)
See, for example, Mary Hesse's Revolutions and Reconstructions in the Philosophy ofScience
(Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1980), Paul Feyerabend's Against Method, 3rd ed. (London: Verso, 1993) or
Thomas Kuhn's The Structure ofScientific Revolutions (1996). KUhn's work is discussed in Chapter Three
of this paper.
11 This term, which serves as the title for a 1991 volume edited by Bohman, Hiley and Shusterman
(Bohman 1991) seems to have been coined by David Hoy and Hubert Dreyfus as they prepared for a
summer institute sponsored by the National Endowment for the Humanities. (Bohman 1991, p. 2) It follows
an earlier convention which identified a 'linguistic tum' in mid-20th century analytic philosophy. Rorty,
notably, edited a volume in 1967 titled The Linguistic Turn: Essays in Philosophical Method (Rorty 1992),
which gave this earlier term its currency.
9

10
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this holism, and the terrain has been divided between two broad camps. On one side, we
find what l will call 'Quinean holists', who are typically most enamored of the pragmatic
critiques of epistemology characteristic of Anglo-American philosophy. Following W. V.
O. Quine, these thinkers see the meaning of any one 'fact' or epistemic e1ement (caU it a
'sentence', 'proposition' or 'be1ief) as contingent upon every other such e1ement in a
massive 'web' of belief. On the other si de, we find what l will call 'phenomenological
holists', who are most often drawn to a hermeneutic approach characteristic of the
continental tradition. For them, holism is best understood not as a contingency of each
element upon every other, but rather of all elements upon sorne larger 'background' or
'life-world' not itself quantifiable as an e1ement. For the phenomenological holist, our
problem is not that we can't pin down the factual identity of any one e1ement, but rather
that we can't seem complete1y to pick out any one e1ement without bringing with it the
whole inextricable background of which it is a part.
The 'founders' of this interpretive tum are wide1y considered to be Ludwig
Wittgenstein and Martin Heidegger, and it was through Charles Guignon' s essay on their
work, 'Philosophy after Wittgenstein and Heidegger', that l became aware of the debate
between Rorty and Taylor over the best way to interpret their legacy. Guignon outlines
sorne key e1ements of Wittgenstein and Heidegger's work, then describes how Rorty and
Taylor each employ these e1ements to ground an anti-foundationalist pragmatism (Rorty)
and a phenomenologically-grounded 'contact realism' (Taylor). In the end, Guignon opts
for Taylor's view as the superior reading.
As my reading continued, l was struck by' the very different directions in which
Rorty's and Taylor's readings took them regarding questions about the 'fate' of
philosophy and epistemology, the nature of morality, and the proper role of re1igious
be1iefin a secular society. For Rorty, Wittgenstein's and Heidegger's work shows us how
to stop doing philosophy altogether, allows us to reduce morality to simple prudence, and
provides grounds for a blanket rejection of the possibility that anything 'transcendent' or
'more-than-human' could be of significance to human life. For Taylor, their work shows
us how to recast the questions asked by epistemology so as to show a way forward in our
philosophical debates, provides grounds for the development of a 'moral ontology' of
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human persons that is far richer than anything on offer by utilitarianism 12 or deontology,
and demonstrates the inescapability of allowing for sorne more-than-human reality in our
accounts of human agency and morality, and in adjudicating disputes between believers
and nonbelievers in the public square.
How can two positions which start out so close diverge so dramatically along the
way? More broadly, how can the 'interpretive tum' and rejection of Enlightenment
epistemology lead to an almost militant rejection of transcendence in one case, and an
assertion of its paramount importance in another? Does Rorty's and Taylor's thinking on
these issues follow from their critiques of modem rationalism, or are their differences
idiosyncratic? In this paper, l set about addressing these questions.
My interest in Rorty's and Taylor's differences was clarified by a language l
encountered in Stephen White's book Sustaining Affirmation: The Strengths of Weak

Ontology in Political Theory. For White, the modem rationalist project to set our
knowledge upon the firm foundations of an indubitable philosophical anthropology and
ontology (as in, e.g., ReT) can be seen as an effort to articulate a 'strong ontology'. Our
'picture' of agent and world, on this view, is seen (methodologically or otherwise) as
being characterized by an absolute certainty, and hence impervious to any fundamental
challenge.
Yet once we take the 'interpretive tum' (not White's term) and reject strong
ontology, we are left with a choice: we can either throw out entirely any hope of
developing an account of agent and world that 'objectively' reflects the 'way things are'
independent of our interpretive activities, and thus reject the very possihility of ontology;
or else, we can continue our efforts to articulate an ontology - the trans-cultural features,
say, of our embodied being in the world - even though we realize that our best account
will he always provisional and falsifiable due to its embeddedness in our culture. The
difference between these approaches, then, concems the nature and pervasiveness of
12 Throughout this paper, references to utilitarianism are meant more to invoke the work of Jeremy
Bentham, which emphasizes simple 'benefit maximization', than of John Stuart Mill, who does make room
for 'higher' and 'lower' pleasures. Rorty and Taylor both, it seems to me, are opposed to anything like
Bentham' s formaI approach. While Taylor climbs altogether out from a utilitarian view by his advocacy of
a language of' goods' , Rorty seems to guard against any slippage into a Benthamite calculus by his
emphasis on the importance of 'romance' - poetic edification - as a factor in determining the maximally
pragmatic course of action. The question of Rorty's relation to utilitarianism is not considered in detail here,
but, given his frequent citation of Mill, does call for further study.
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interpretation. Is our interpretive activity such a ubiquitous part of our experience as to
allow us to follow Nietzsche in claiming that there are no facts, only interpretations 13 ?
Or, rather, has the interpretive turn shown us how to recast our understanding of 'facts' as
always entailing, to varying extents, interpretation, and demanded that we see the
capacities of instrumental reason as somewhat more limited than formerly thought? On
this latter view, there are facts and interpretations, but neither is quite what we thought it
was.
White calls the former of these approaches 'anti-ontology', and identifies it, in a
brief passage at the end of his introduction, as characteristic of Rorty's position14 . The
latter approach White calls 'weak ontology' 15, and argues at length for its presence in the
work of Taylor and several other thinkers. Broadly, these categories seem to me able to
serve as alternative descriptions of the pragmatic 'Quinean holism' (anti-ontology) and
the hermeneutic 'phenomenological holism' (weak ontology) described above. White's
aim, as suggested by his title, is to demonstrate the importance of continuing to 'affirm'
that our accounts of agent and world can in fact be treated as ontological accounts,
meaning that they do, so far as we can tell, reflect the nature of the world as it is
independent of our cultural and interpretive activities. Thus have l enlisted White as a
defender of Taylor's weak ontology against Rorty's anti-ontology.
Much philosophical thought able broadly to be characterized as 'post-modem',
then, might be called, in a sense, 'post-strong ontological', although White is quick to
warn against an overidentification here 16 • Regardless, such a description seems to me a
useful way of understanding the current intellectual terrain. The outcome of the debate
between anti-ontologists and weak ontologists will determine the shape of Western
13 In his Notebook (Nachlass) of 1888, Nietzsche wrote, 'Against that positivism which stops before
phenomena, saying, 'there are only facls', 1 should say: no, it is precise1y facts that do not exist, only
interpretations ... '. This famous aphorism was published by Nietzsche' s executors as §481 in The Will to
Power (see Nietzsche, 1982, p. 458).
14 White (2000), pp. 15-17.
15 White notes that sorne readers may object that his distinction between strong and weak ontology is
'mere1y a relabeling of the familiar distinction between metaphysical and anti-metaphysical or postmodern
views' (2000, p. 8), but suggests that this relabeling 'shift[s] the intellectual burden ... from a
preoccupation with what is opposed and deconstructed, to an engagement with what must be articulated,
cultivated and affinned in its wake'.
16 White writes (2000, p. 5) that when such an overidentification occurs, 'the whole topic is made to appear
too dependent upon what is only one manifestation of it ... [and] moreover, within that particular current,
thinkers have often failed to attend sufficiently to a range of problems related to articulating and
reaffinning the very reconceptualizations toward which they gesture'.
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philosophy - and perhaps also of work in the human sciences - in the foreseeable future,
and the question of which si de to support seems to me an important one for several
reasons.
First, it seems that when we drop the possibility of a factual 'objectivity' in (at
least) the human sciences, and a belief in a stable human subject relating to objects (i.e.,
the rationalist epistemological picture), we also run the risk of losing a sense that we
share a common world with our fellow human beings - not only a shared physical world,
but also a shared moral or enchanted one, inhabited by goods, gods or God. When we
lose a shared world, and stop altogether the effort seriously to articulate and debate its
(real) contours, we lose also a shared argumentative space, and a sense that, in our
debates, we are trying to ascend, together, to a more perspicuous view of our cam mon
situation. Lacking this sense, debate may all too quickly collapse in a mess of facile
re1ativism, or e1se may never get off the ground at all, so sure are we that our opponents
will not depart 'their world' to enter 'ours'. Such is, indeed, a rather high bar, and it
seems to me quite unclear that we do in fact need to clear it.
Second, whether we follow Rorty in simply dropping talk of ontology, or follow
practitioners of RCT or strong ontology in postulating a certain ontological 'picture' as
beyond question, it seems clear that any such blanket 'locking out' or 'locking in' of
ontological possibilities will give rise to an odd inarticulacy about the values that we do
in fact passionate1y defend. Consider, for example, culture theorist Thomas de
Zengotita's argument in a 2003 article entitled 'Common ground: finding our way back
to the Enlightenment,17. Arguing that diversity politics have led many in the West to
become over-squeamish about asserting the superiority of 'Enlightenment principles'
over, say, the ideology of the Taliban, de Zengotita writes that 'progressive politics is
still, as a matter of fact rather than of rhetoric, based on Enlightenment principles and
have been all along .... Vou don't need a philosophical argument to "prove" that [these]
principles are real if they are actually at work in you' 18. We should forget, then, all the
wrestling about the philosophical underpinnings of these values, and simply assert their
reality with (a strong ontological) confidence.

17

18

De Zengotita (2003).
Ibid.
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Although de Zengotita dismisses Rorty and Stanley Fish for their acceptance of
Enlightenment principles only when they 'work' for them, it is unclear that his own
position is any more grounded, or that his consistent affirmation of these principles is any
less idiosyncratic than Rorty's of Fish's allegedly inconsistent affirmation. Whether we
affirm the basis of progressive politics on 'Enlightenment principles' as a matter of real
'fact' (de Zengotita) or as simply pragmatically useful 'rhetoric' (Rorty) , in either case
the only 'foundation' of the principles is that, as de Zengotita puts it, they are real
because 'they are actually at work in you'. De Zengotita seems to want passionately to
assert humanist principles, along with their implicit ontology, while at the same time
bracketing a philosophical agnosticism regarding their foundations - they just 'work'. It
seems however that a real resurgence of progressive politics will come not from asserting
all-the-more tenaciously the reality of principles that we privately doubt, but rather
through a regrounding of those principles upon a more adequate (perhaps weak
ontological) picture of agent and world able to heal this odd bipolarity.
Third, it seems that anti-ontological views hold just as much potential as strong
(naturalist) ontologies for an out-of-court rejection of the transcendent, and provide just
as little room for robust religious or metaphysical (or phenomenological) accounts of
agent and world. For Kant, the existence of God, of the immortal soul and of free will
were allowed for, but only as 'postulates'. For Auguste Comte, or Vienna positivists like
Moritz Schlick, these things were seen as superstitions that Westem societies had
thankfully started to 'mature' beyond. Rorty picks up elements of both of these views in
his allowance for the (strictly poetic and private) postulation ofwhatever religious beliefs
we like, yet simultaneous hope that we will be mature enough to do no such thing. For
both Rorty (i.e., for anti-ontology) and the positivists (i.e., for strong ontology), religious
belief is painted with a wide brush as a set of empirically unverifiable propositions.
Only by adopting a position of weak ontology, 1 will argue in Chapter Three, do
we find an account of religious belief that is both humble (acknowledging the fact that
religion is indeed 'poetic') and robust (asserting that there are in fact good reasons, in
reason, to hold religious beliefs). A weak ontological position eschews the tendency of
both strong and anti-ontologists to provide a blanket vindication (via fundamentalism) or
rejection (via militant secularism) of religion. This seems to me to promise a more

15

productive way forward in debates between believers and non-believers in the public
square than anything offered by a propositional, a priori account.
In what follows, then, l will be examining a three-fold question: (1) in what ways
is Rorty's and Taylor's work representative of 'anti-ontology' and 'weak ontology', which
l suggest are the two avenues available to us once we reject strong ontology; (2) how
does each position play out in their treatments of morality and religious belief; and (3)
based on these examinations, why would we do weIl to accept a weak ontological
position like Taylor's over Rorty's rejection of ontology?

3. Chapter Outline and Review o(Sources
In Chapter One, l examine Rorty's and Taylor's debate about epistemology as a
prelude to comparison of their moral and religious thought in Chapters Two and Three.
Starting with a discussion of the rootedness of the epistemological picture in the work of
René Descartes and John Locke, l outline several ways in which Wittgenstein and
Heidegger challenge this picture, then consider how Rorty and Taylor build upon these
challenges to shore up a rejection of truth-as-correspondence (Rorty) and develop a
critique of 'mediational epistemology' (Taylor). l close with a consideration of the
arguments Rorty and Taylor have leveled against one other, and offer a defense of
Taylor's position.
The most important sources upon which l draw in Chapter One are Charles
Guignon's essay 'Philosophy after Wittgenstein and Heidegger', noted ab ove, and
Rorty's and Taylor's own essays concemed with one another' s work. Their debate has
unfolded over the past quarter century in a series of such essays. Their first encounter in
print occurred in the Review of Metaphysics in 1980 when they participated in a
symposium with Hubert Dreyfus. Since then, they have continued to hammer out their
differences: Taylor's essay 'Rorty in the Epistemological Tradition' (1990) was met by
Rorty's 'Taylor on Truth' (1994); Taylor responded to that essay, and to Rorty's response
to Taylor' s Sources of the Self ('Taylor on Self-Celebration and Gratitude', also 1994), in
'Rorty and Philosophy' (2003). In addition to these, in presenting Rorty's position l draw
upon his Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (1989), his landmark Philosophy and the
Mirror of Nature (1979), and several essays collected in his Philosophy and Social Hope
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(1999). In presenting Taylor's view, l rely upon several of his essays collected in his

Philosophical Arguments (1995), and a series of recent essays arguing against
'mediational epistemologies' (1993, 1995, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005). For commentary, l
draw upon Gary Gutting's analyses of Rorty's epistemological critique (1999, 2003) and
Hubert Dreyfus' 2003 essay 'Taylor's (Anti-)Epistemology', which reproduces large
segments from Taylor's (as yet unpublished) book-Iength presentation of his contact
realism, tentatively titled Retrieving Realism.
In Chapters Two and Three l present and compare Rorty's and Taylor's thinking
on morality and religious belief. Chapter Two is organized around the question of
whether art and poetry (the importance of which both Rorty and Taylor affirm) ought to
be understood as simply edifoing, pointing to nothing 'beyond' themselves (Rorty's
view) , or rather epiphanic, drawing us to a more intimate encounter with sorne
transcendent, 'more than human' good or God (Taylor's view). l suggest that Rorty has
moved (in practice) rather close to Taylor's 'epiphanic' view in his development of
pragmatism into what he calls a 'romantic polytheism'. Examination ofthis move, and of
Taylor's understanding of religious belief, is the subject of Chapter Three. There l dive
directly into a discussion of Rorty's and Taylor's views, concluding with an examination
of sorne similarities and differences between them and a consideration of the portrait each
offers of secular 'modernity' in relation to other, non-Western or non-modem societies
and cultures.
l continue in Chapters Two and Three to draw upon many of the same sources as
in Chapter One, but add several others. In presenting Rorty's work, l draw upon several
ofhis uncollected essays including 'Justice as a Larger Loyalty' (2001), 'The Continuity
between the Enlightenment and "Post-modernism'" (2001), 'The Decline of Redemptive
Truth and the Rise of Literary Culture' (2000b), and 'Anti-Clericalism and Atheism'
(2005), as weIl as upon his study of American progressivist politics entitled Achieving

Our Country (1998d). In presenting Taylor's work, l draw from his landmark book
Sources of the Self (1989), especially Parts l and V, as weIl as his popular distillation of
that large work, entitled The Ethics of Authenticity (1992, also published as The Malaise

of Modernity). l also draw from several of his uncollected essays including 'The
Dialogical Self' (1991), 'The Immanent Counter-Enlightenment' (2001), 'A Catholic

17

Modemity?' (1999), and 'Closed World Structures' (2003b), along with selections from
his collected Philosophical Papers (1985a, 1985b) and his most recent book Modern
Social Imaginaries (2004). A notable source on which l do not draw is Taylor's 2002
examination of William James' work, entitled Varieties of Religion Today. It is my
impression that the arguments Taylor presents in that work would not significantly
further my thesis in these pages. For commentary, l draw mostly from an article by Jason
Boffetti conceming Rorty's 'romantic polytheism', and from Ruth Abbey's important
study of Taylor's thought entitled simply Charles Taylo/9.
l conclude with a brief summary of the arguments and conclusions proffered in

Chapter One through Three, and offer three broad conclusions conceming the reasons
why - taking Taylor's and Rorty's work as paradigmatic cases of weak and anti-ontology
- we would do weIl to continue our efforts to affirm, in sorne sense, the reality of our
ontological accounts.

19 Abbey is a former student of Taylor's and is perhaps the most preeminent contemporary commentator on
his work. She competes for this title with Nicholas Smith, author of Charles Taylor: Meaning, Marals and
Modernity (2002) and several articles on Taylor's work (2002,2004). In what follows 1 draw more on
Abbey than Smith, yet the importance of Smith' s work should be noted.
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CHAPTER ONE - EPISTEMOLOGY
1. Introduction and background

Over the past several decades a new consensus has emerged among many in the
academy that the project of modem philosophy has been misconceived, giving us an
inadequate 'picture' of human agency and of agents' relation to the world. These
criticisms have focused primarily on two aspects of that project: its treatment of
knowledge as representatianal, consisting of rationally ordered structures of individual
ideas, percepts, beliefs or other such knowledge-elements; and its search for faundatians,
or certain sufficiently indubitable percepts or propositions (e.g., 'red, here, now', or 'all
unmarried men are bachelors') able to ground such structures. The usual whipping boys,
then, have been 'representationalism' and 'foundationalism'. It is widely agreed that the
work of Heidegger and the later Wittgenstein has problematized these beliefs by
showing, among other things, the degree to which our knowledge is embedded within
social practices or human 'life-worlds' (Wittgenstein's lebensfarmen), and the
primordiality of interpretation over against explanation.
As Taylor describes it, the basic reasoning behind this new consensus holds that
'Cartesian-Lockean foundationalism breaks down because the certainty-producing
argument would have to proceed from establishing elements [i.e., representations] ... to
grounding wholes; but yau cannat isalate elements in the way yau wauld have ta far this
ta wark. In other words, a certain holism gets in the way,20. As suggested ab ove, the basic
question for philosophers has been: what kind of holism? Is each element contingent
upon every ather element in a 'web' of belief? Or are all elements contingent upon
samething e/se not itself an element, say a pre-articulate 'practice' or 'lifeworld'?
Above, l've attributed the former of these understandings to Richard Rorty, but
this 'Quinean holism' can also be identified in the work of Donald Davidson, Hilary
Putnam, Wilfred Sellars, and W. V.

o. Quine, as well as most latter-day American

pragmatists. l've attributed the latter view to Charles Taylor, yet this 'phenomenological
holism' may also be found in the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Michael Polanyi,

20

Taylor (2000), p. 116. Myemphasis.
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Samuel Todes21 , Hubert Dreyfus and other thinkers intluenced by the continental
tradition ofhermeneutics.
In this chapter l examine in four stages the different ways in which Rorty and
Taylor critique modem epistemology. First, l examine the origins of the epistemological
'picture' by considering the work of Descartes and Locke, and outlining Wittgenstein's
and Heidegger' s critiques. Second, l outline Rorty' s thinking on epistemology, focusing
especially on his rejection of an understanding of truth as 'correspondence with reality'
and his notion of epistemological behaviorism. Third, l outline Taylor's 'antiepistemology,22, and present his argument in favor of contact realism. Finally, l provide
an analysis ofboth Taylor's and Rorty's positions and mount a defense of Taylor against
Rorty.

1.1 The Epistemological Picture

'A picture held us captive' (Philosophical Investigations [Pl] § 115), Wittgenstein
tells us, meaning that certain tlawed conceptions of human persons and knowledge formalized in the early Enlightenment but reaching back much farther (to Augustine at
least23 ) - have so formed our commonsense way of understanding our interaction with
the world that we have naturalized them, forgotten that they are only a picture - 'a pair of
glasses on our nose through which we see whatever we look at' (PI §103). To understand
the component elements of this picture, we must look to the work of its originators,
Descartes and Locke.
René Descartes, commonly pegged as the founder of modem philosophy, is most
responsible for the emergence of this picture. From Descartes we inherit several
important notions: (1) a beliefin the existence of the thinking mind - sharply demarcated
from the body - as the one indubitable certainty undergirding our knowledge, a
conviction which led to a shift in philosophy away from a concem with metaphysics in
favor of epistemology; (2) the picture of human persons as formaI 'subjects' interacting

Dreyfus (2001) describes how Todes' Body and World (2001) was neglected for several decades before
being recognized as a contribution to the philosophy of embodiment on par with Merleau-Ponty's,
Polanyi's, or Heidegger's.
22 Dreyfus (2004).
23 Wittgenstein opens his Philosophical Investigations (§ 1 f.) with a quotation from Augustine' s
Corifessions, 1. 8.
21
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with 'objects' in a 'disenchanted' Newtonian Ulllverse, and the belief that this
subject/object relationship is our primary mode of interaction with the world; and (3) an
understanding of knowledge as consisting in the rational ordering of 'clear and distinct
ideas' by the mind. As one commentator has put it, for Descartes 'the world takes on the
character of an image, the result of the systematic projection of a mathematical
perspective upon nature,24. The human subject finding itself in this world has a 'rational
standing '"

defined according to mathematical principles,25 rather than the social,

psychological or moral criteria with which we would tend to define an individual today.
Whereas Descartes' work is perhaps best understood as emerging in response to
the bloody 'wars of religion' of the 16th century, during which reason seemed so impotent
as an arbiter between various confessional differences 26 , John Locke's contributions to
the epistemological picture may be seen as a response to the ambiguous position of
philosophy in the shadow of the new experimental sciences. Dissatisfied with the occult
ambiguity of the Cartesian mind (is it a 'mental substance', and if so, where is it?) and
wanting to follow the new sciences by grounding philosophy in experience rather than
upon Descartes' all-too-Platonic Ideas, Locke developed a powerful new metaphor of the
mind which still today forms our commonsense understanding of it. The mind, for Locke,
was best understood as a slate, or tablet, upon which our experiences impressed various
mental representations (in lieu of Descartes' ideas). At birth, our slate is entirely blank, a

tabula rasa, though immediately impressions begin to leave their mark (a notion with
important implications for the Locke's philosophy of education). We survey our slate
with the 'eye of the mind' - a figurative entity which Locke unfortunately leaves largely
undeveloped27 - and measure the certainty of the various impressions we encounter by
considering the manner of their causal production.

Judovitz (1988), p. 2.
Judovitz (1988), p. l.
26 Stephen Toulmin (1990) argues that a 'theory-centered' model ofphilosophy came to dominate
following Descartes (p. Il), and tries to show how a consideration of Descartes' experience of the murder
of Henry of Navarre especially (pp. 45-56) was instrumental in leading him to reground philosophy upon a
reflexive self-certainty.
27 Taylor discusses Locke's thought at length in his Sources of the Self(1989, pp. 159-177). His treatment
is criticized by Nicholas W olterstorff (1996) for overstating the degree to which Locke postulates the self
as 'punctual'.
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The epistemological picture which arose from the work of Descartes and Locke
brought with it a tangle of new problems. What is the relation of mind to body, and how
do the two interact? How do representations of objects in the extemal world come to
inhere in the mind, and what is their nature? And how can we know that our mental
representations bear any resemblance to objects as they are in-themselves, independent of
our perception of them? An effort was made in early twentieth century Anglo-American
philosophy to approach these problems in a new way by means of what has been called
the 'linguistic tum', entailing a shift in attention away from the Cartesian mind - what
Gilbert Ryle called 'the ghost in the machine' - to examine instead 'the structure of
language, word-world relationships, and the analysis of meaning' 28. Even here however,
the basic 'picture' of knowledge as consisting of representations (now called 'sentences'
or 'beliefs') which we rationally order and check against the world (a rough
verificationism) remained in tact. Only with Heidegger and Wittgenstein do we see a
fundamental challenge to this picture.

1.2 Heidegger and Wittgenstein
Heidegger and Wittgenstein may at first seem an odd pair. Heidegger is steeped in
the history of philosophy, Wittgenstein generally ignores it. Heidegger sets about the
grand-sounding task of describing the essential structures of 'human being-in-the-world'
(Dasein), whereas Wittgenstein adopts an aphoristic, 'therapeutic' approach intended to
show us that philosophical problems can only be dissolved, not solved. 29
Yet Charles Guignon, in his essay on Wittgenstein's and Heidegger's work cited
above, identifies three 'affinities' between their projects 30 : (1) both appeal to our

'practical lives' and 'criticize attempts to justity those practices by appeal to timeless
truths about the nature of reason or to facts about the world'; (2) both challenge

representationalism, Wittgenstein by focusing on meaning and designation, and

Bohman (1990), p. 1. Notably, Richard Rorty edited the 1968 volume The Linguistic Turn which gave
that term its currency (Rorty, 1992).
29 Guignon (1990), p. 651.
30 Ibid.
28
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Heidegger by 'questioning the primacy ofmere seeing31 in the tradition'; and (3) both are
contextualists, starting from 'a description of our everyday situations in the world, or a
"phenomenology of everydayness" (Heidegger)'.
Heidegger holds that the distinctively human mode of being-in-the-world
(Dasein) is fundamentally different from that implied by our picture ofhuman persons as
formaI subjects interacting with a world of objects. The Cartesian picture falls short by its
forgetting of Being, of ontology, and from its failure to start from 'the everyday,
pretheoretical grasp of life embodied in our practical agency,32. Things-in-the-world are
not disclosed to us first as objects ('present-at-hand') and only later as things having
significance for us (as 'ready-to-hand'). Rather, Dasein encounters things as always
already imbued with a ('public') significance determined by the nature of Dasein's
activity.
Consider a hammer. When l enter my workshop and see my hammer, my seeing
of the hammer - i.e., my perception of it as an object present-at-hand - is not primary.
Rather, 'the hammer appears in hammering, in arder to fasten boards together, which is
for building a bookcase,33. The hammer discloses itself to me first as 'ready-to-hand' in
accordance with my purposes. To see the hammer most primordially as an abject to
which l attribute significance (i.e., in the Cartesian way) requires, as Heidegger puts it, a
'disworlding of the world,34 that is useful for the technological manipulation ofthings but
which 'forgets' our more primary mode of encountering them and ultimately alienates us
from them.
Importantly, the 'world' or horizon within which l encounter things is not private,
or determined by me, an individual subject. It is, rather, a communal life-world,
constituted and delimited by the 'practices and institutions ofmy community,35. We are
less 'individuals', for Heidegger, than we are 'participants and placeholders in the 'They'
(das Man)'36. This shared 'world' in which things disclose themselves to Dasein
31 'Mere seeing', here, cau be taken as a criticism of the primacy of 'objectifying thinking', or oftreating
our encounter with things-in-the-world as (formaI) objects rather than things bearing an intrinsic
significance. This distinction is discussed below.
32 Ibid., p. 652.
33 Ibid., p. 655.
34 Ibid. Cf., Heidegger's (1977) essay 'The Age of the World Picture'.
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
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Heidegger caUs the' clearing' (Lichtung). Heidegger seeks to correct the distortions of the
epistemological picture of knowledge-as-representation, then, by calling us to remember
the pre-ontological 'ground', or shared context (Lichtung), embodied in our practical
agency, against which our activities of representation and objectification take place.
Wittgenstein's aim is similar: to escape from our theoretical 'castIes floating in
the air' (Luftgebaude) and 'get back to the rough ground' (PI §118, §107) of our
'concrete, ordinary grasp of language in use,37. Like Heidegger, he understands the
designative function of language (what Heidegger would call our treatment of things as
present-at-hand objects) to be possible only within the context of lived practice, or what
he calls a life-world (lebensform). A word's meaning, then, consists only in the way the

word is used in such lived practices, or in what Wittgenstein calls 'language games',
which, like Heidegger's Lichtung, are inherently public, never private.
Wittgenstein challenges the representational picture of knowledge by questioning
the traditional understanding ofhow we learn a language. We often think oflanguage as a
tool used to designate objects. We are born, the standard story goes, find ourse1ves
surrounded by objects, and are trained in how to refer to them by learning their ostensive
definitions. Our understanding of the world is built up (like a 'castle floating in the air')
in accordance with this process, as we learn to connect more and more words to things by
a knowledge of their definitions. But Wittgenstein challenges this picture of languagelearning: this may be how we learn a second language, he argues, but our first initiation
into a linguistic community depends on our being trained in a background of nonlinguistic conventions and practices which is simply assumed by the traditional picture.
For Wittgenstein, our knowledge of particular meanings depends upon an already
existing, underlying 'pre-understanding' of the world; a 'tacit background', to use
Michael Polanyi's phrase38 , that is embedded and embodied in our practices.
No one 'e1ement', then, can be isolated from the whole intelligible human
situation of which it is a part. This daim applies to actions as well as words. Consider the

Ibid., p. 652.
See Polanyi's (1966) The Tacit Dimension, or his (1965) essay 'The Structure ofConsciousness'. Taylor
cites Polanyi and Merleau-Ponty as having captured how we 'attend to [an] object through the experience
[ofit]' (1989, p. 162).
37
38
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practice of bowing in Japan39 • Although it may start out as a reflex reaction to a tap on
the back of the head, it would be a mistake to hold that this is all that it is. In J apan, it is a
highly meaningful gesture, and it gains its meaning precisely from its place within
J apanese culture, not by any mental accompaniment. One might be thinking of anything
or nothing when one bows.
Retuming to Guignon's 'affinities', we see that both Heidegger and Wittgenstein
challenge the representational picture of knowledge by drawing attention to the
embeddedness of our of designative activities within the context of a 'clearing' or 'lifeworld' constituted by our shared practices and conventions. The self is not, on this view,
best understood as a Cartesian 'subject' relating to a world of 'objects', but rather, in
Guignon's words, as 'an ongoing "happening" embedded in a public life-world whose
actions and self-understanding draw their significance from their location in the practices
and customs ofthe 'They,,4o.
In the remainder of this chapter l discuss the different ways in which these ideas
are extended and built upon by Rorty and Taylor, then conclude with an examination of
why each sees the other' s position as being still in the thrall of the old Enlightenment
vlew.

2. Rorty
Rorty' s critique of epistemology can be presented by focusing on two connected
themes in his work: (1) his attack upon what he calls the effort 'to escape from time and
chance' by grounding our practices in sorne etemal, non-hum an reality, and attendant
abandonment of the idea of truth as 'correspondence with reality'; and (2) his naturalistic
understanding of language and his account of what he calls 'epistemological
behaviorism' as a model for understanding epistemic justification.

2.1 The Escape from Time and Chance
Up until the mid-1970s Rorty made a name for himself as one of the brighter
lights on the scene of Anglo-American analytic philosophy. Thus was it a surprise to his
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Guignon (1990), p. 659.
Ibid. p. 660.
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colleagues when, in his landmark Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), he
declared the 'end of philosophy'. If we 'carry a few steps further', Rorty wrote, the
dialectic in analytic philosophy that has carried it already 'from Frege to Davidson ...
from Carnap to Kuhn', we will be 'in a position to criticize the very notion of "analytic
philosophy," and indeed of "philosophy" itself as it has been understood from the time of
Kant'41.
Rorty described both the analytic and Cartesian-Kantian traditions as attempts to
'escape from history' by finding 'non-historical conditions of any possible historical
development' 42. To Rorty, in light of the work of Wittgenstein, Heidegger and American
pragmatist John Dewey, such a project seemed not very useful, and perhaps even
inhibitive of social progress. It wasn't that Rorty saw historicism or contextualism as

disproving a belief in the existence of something beyond 'time and chance', any more
than Copemicus' new astronomical model formally 'disproved' its Ptolemaic forbear.
Wittgenstein, Heidegger and Dewey had simply shown a new way forward beyond the
impasse posed by the traditional 'problems of philosophy'. They had shown us how those
problems could be dissolved - simply dropped or forgotten without loss - rather than
solved. In this way, Rorty argued, their work was to the seventeenth century as that
century had been to the thirteenth: there was no attempt by the Enlightenment thinkers to
'refute' the Scholastics; they simply suggested that we 'try another way' of talking about
individuals and the world43 .
Our desire to 'escape' from our historical, contingent world into a pure realm of
Ideas or absolute truths, Rorty wrote, is rooted ultimately in Plato but has been shom up
in our modem age by a picture of the mind as a 'mirror' - our Glassy Essence - upon
which are reflected representations ofthings in the world. There is, on this view, a 'Way
the World Is' that is wholly independent of our human interactions with it. Our
understanding of a thing is true insofar as our mental representation of it corresponds to
the way the thing is in itself. Rorty has mocked this notion of truth-as-correspondence by
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Rorty 1989, pp. 7-8.
Ibid., p. 9.
Ibid., p. 6.
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suggesting that, to be true, our sentences need to match up with 'Nature's Own
Language,44, or the way in which the objects themselves 'prefer' to be described.
Rorty believes we can drop these notions of a 'reality-in-itself, of the mind as a
mirror, and ofknowledge as representation, and in doing so lose nothing and gain much.
Although he is quick to agree, in his Consequences of Pragmatism (1983), that we do of
course 'have intuitions to the effect that truth is more than assertibility,45, he believes that
these 'realist urges,46 are something we can grow out of. For the pragmatist, Rorty writes,
there is 'no difference that makes a difference between "it works because it' s true" and
"it's true because it works",47. To understand why Rorty fails to see this difference, one
must consider his understanding of language and justification.

2.2 Language, Texts, and Lumps
Just as Descartes and Locke were motivated in part by a desire to harmonize
philosophy with insights coming from the new experimental sciences, Rorty sees his
pragmatism as an effort to 'take Darwin seriously', and reconcile 'the 'precious values'
of our traditions with what Darwin told us about our relation to other animals,48. One of
the best ways to do this, he thinks, is to start talking about language as a 'tool' - no more
than a collection of 'marks and noises,49 we human animaIs have developed to help us
'cope,50 with our situation and accomplish our purposes - and to drop the idea that
Reality itself somehow proscribes certain ways of talking about it. We are free to
describe and redescribe things in whatever way seems most useful, in the same way that
we might try, say, using a screwdriver to drive a nail. It might (eventually) work, but it
would be a highly un-useful way to accomplish our purpose. In the same way, our use of
Rorty writes, in his essay 'Taylor on Truth' (l994a), that 'to avoid starting unnecessary hares, 1 am
prepared henceforth to abjure all references to 'nature's own language'. 1 should insist, however, that this is
no more far fetched a rhetorical flourish than Putnam's 'God's-eye point ofview'; both flourishes are just
ways of saying that correspondence theorists ... need the notion of one vocabulary somehow 'fitting' the
world better than another' (pp. 21-22).
45 Rorty 1991a, p. 46.
46 1 have adapted this term from Rorty's essay 'Taylor on Self-Celebration and Gratitude' (1994b, p. 200),
where Rorty refers to the 'moral realist urges' that Taylor insists we need to take seriously.1t seems to me
that one can drop the first adjective here, and apply this term with equal utility to both epistemology and
moral philosophy.
47 Rorty 1991a, p. 44.
48 Rorty 1979, p. 66.
49 Ibid., p. 50.
50 Rorty 1991a, p. 33.
44
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words-as-tools is regulated only by the usefulness of certain tools for certain purposes.
The nail doesn't 'care' whether we drive it with a hammer or a screwdriver, but our
human community just might.
Having thus walked away from the idea that language 'represents' the Way
Things Are 5!, Rorty is able to take his next step. If we can't use language to batter
through from appearance into Reality, then the very notion of there being a way things
are in-themselves, independent of what we can say about them, becomes a wheel that
do es not tum. As Rorty puts it, 'All that we know of this hard, substantial table - about
the thing that gets related as opposed to its relations - is that certain sentences are true of

it. ... There is nothing to be known about an object except which sentences are true of
it,52.

Looking carefully at this daim we can discem two important elements of Rorty's
pragmatism. The first is what Rorty calls 'panrelationalism,53, and is dosely related to his
anti-essentialism. Panrelationalism entails the replacement of an understanding of things
as divisible between a substance and properties or an essence and accidents, with a new
picture which sees only 'a flux of continually changing relations'. We can be helped in
adopting this new picture, Rorty suggests, by 'thinking of everything as if it were a
number' 54. Consider the number 17. It's hard to think of 17 as having 'an intrinsic
identity' that can be represented more or less accurately by the sentences we use to
describe it. As Rorty puts it, with characteristic clevemess, the number 17 doesn't 'feel,
in the depths ofits heart, a more intrinsic relation to the number 16 than to 1,678,922,55.
We would do well, Rorty thinks, to look upon 'hard, substantial table[s]' as well as
'quarks, human beings, academic disciplines and social institutions' in this same way.
The second element apparent in the passage ab ove is Rorty's 'textualism',
meaning his understanding that '[t]here is nothing to be known about an object except
which sentences are true of it', in the same way that there is 'no knowledge of a number

51 Capitalization of nouns which tend to be reified into metaphysical or entities or states-of-affairs is a
favorite rhetorical gambit of Rorty' s. 1 adopt this same practice in parts of my discussion of Rorty's work.
52 Rorty 1999, p. 55.
53 Ibid., p. 47.
54 Ibid., p. 52.
55 Ibid., p. 57.
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without knowledge of its relation to other numbers,56. As originally formulated in
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature this position looked a lot like linguistic idealism,
and Rorty has admitted as much in his subsequent work 57 . He sees himself as having
corrected this, however, by following Donald Davidson in rejecting of the schemecontent distinction58 ; a move which requires sorne explanation.
In rejecting the scheme-content distinction59 , Rorty is rejecting the possibility that
any 'content' - any brute, physical event or state-of-affairs in the world itself - can either
justify or judge between the various schemes (or 'vocabularies') human beings develop to
talk about it. Contrary to the idealist, Rorty does not deny the 'causal, physical force' of
events, but, at the same time, he does not see how a physical experience can serve
epistemically to justify a sentence or belief. To understand Rorty' s position here, consider
his adoption ofWilfred Sellars' distinction between the 'space of reasons' and the 'space
of causes'.
The pragmatist doesn't deny the existence of physical data which impinge upon
us like stones upon on our feet, yet she doesn't have anything very useful to say about
causation. Causal forces are just there, like 'lumps,6o, and we ignore them at our peril.
Uninterested as she may be in this 'space of causes', however, our pragmatist thinks she
has a lot of useful things to say about the space of reasons. If the space of causes is
occupied by 'lumps', the space of reasons is occupied by 'texts', or, more basically,
sentences. It is only from within this space of reasons that our beliefs can be justified - by
other beliefs. If l think it is raining and look out my window to check, the causal
impingement of the vision of raindrops on my comea does not epistemically justify my
belief that it is raining. Rather, l form a belief in response to this causal interaction - '1
see rain' - and it this belief, not the vision of rain, that does the justificatory work. If

Ibid.
Rorty admits (1994a, p. 28, n. 14) that 'an only half-erased decisionism' is present in his Philosophy and
the Mirror ofNature (1979), but sees his 'updated, more thoroughly and explicitly Davidsonised' (p. 32)
pragmatism as having corrected this.
58 See Davidson' 1974 essay 'On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme' in his Inquiries into Truth and
Interpretation (Davidson, 2001)
59 The scheme-content distinction is essentially the commonsense notion that our vocabularies ('schemes')
have been developed to say things about certain states of affairs ('content') which are independently
present in the world. One might say, then, 'there are three chairs in the room' to schematically describe a
certain content (i.e., the presence ofthree chairs in the room).
60 See Rorty (1985c), 'Texts and Lumps'.
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called upon to justify my belief that 'I see rain', l would offer other sentences in support
of it, such as 'it is doudy' or 'water is running off the roof. Rorty's basic assertion is that
there is no absolute 'ground' we might reach upon which my belief that it is raining
would be justified 'by the world' rather than by sentences l form in response to the world.
For Rorty a rejection of the distinction between 'scheme' and 'content' is not an idealist
rejection of the existence of a physical world, but rather a daim that there is nothing we
can know about this world that isn't stateable propositionally, and, therefore, reducible to
a matter of pure scheme (beliefs or sentences) unrelated to any non-schematized content.
Rorty calls this view of justification 'epistemological behaviorism' 61. Since we
can justify our beliefs only by citing other beliefs deemed acceptable by our human
community - i.e., since we are limited to the wholly human activity of reason-giving in
pursuit of consensus - the only criterion of 'truth' is, in the end, the consensus of that
community, not the World Itself (with which we interact causally, but which has no
justificatory relevance). In the absence of any such external justificatory authority, Rorty
sees no interesting distinction between knowledge (sentences that have been checked
against the Truth or the World) and well-justified opinion (sentences that haven't been
checked but have a lot of other sentences supporting them)62. Truth, then, is best seen
simply as a characteristic ascribed to sentences that are 'justified to the hilt', in the same
way we ascribe truth to a natural scientific law. The cultural question of why certain
beliefs are accepted and others rejected within a community may be of interest to social
scientists, but is not especially so to philosophers. As a philosopher, Rorty follows
Dewey and Davidson in 'explicitly and self consciously confin[ing himself] to
justification, to what Dewey called "warranted assertibility",63.
In White's language, as l've suggested, Rorty's position can be characterized as
an anti-ontological. To raise the spectre of ontology - meaning sorne account, either
strong or weak, of the fundamental structures of knowledge or perception, etc. - would,
for Rorty, be simply to prolong the Platonic quest to represent 'the way the world really
is'. The whole Platonic project is poised, he thinks, to slip into the dustbin ofhistory and
so, as Nietzsche would have it: if it' s falling, push it! The sooner we can grow out of our
61
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notion of truth as correspondence and of ourselves as formaI Cartesian subjects, Rorty
thinks, the better. Following the title of his (in)famous 1983 essay64, the world understood as that which is reflected upon our Glassy Essence - is 'weIl lost', and we
should not try to get it back again, even through sorne sort of 'weak' ontology.

3. Taylor

l divide my examination of Taylor's so-called 'anti-epistemology,65 into three
parts. First, l outline Taylor' s own assessment of the problems with the modem
'epistemological model,66. Second, l examine his employment of Heidegger's and
Wittgenstein's notions of a 'pre-understanding' or 'life-world' as a means of addressing
these problems. Third, l consider the way in which his employs this notion of a 'preunderstanding' to support both his scientific realism (contra Rorty) and his argument for
a methodological distinction between the natural and human sciences.

3.1 Mediational Epistemology

The typical form of the anti-foundationalist critique has been outlined in section 1
above. Taylor agrees that our interpretive activities, being bound up in a constitutive
relation to our history and culture, do indeed make impossible the formaI isolation of
particular elements in the way necessary for foundationalist certainty. Having granted this
however, he goes further: what's most wrong with the epistemological picture, he argues,
is not its foundationalist neglect of time and chance - though that's wrong too - but,
more importantly, its neglect of body and other67 •
The effort to recast the old epistemological questions (e.g., what are the
foundations of our knowledge? How can we know the world as it is in-itself?) in a way
that takes seriously both time and chance, body and other, has been a major

Rorty, 'The World Well-Lost', (1991a).
Dreyfus 2004.
66 Abbey 2000, p. 151, n. 1. Abbey notes that she uses the term 'epistemology' to refer to the philosophical
sub-discipline, and the phrase 'epistemological model' to refer to 'the view of epistemology that Taylor
believes has dominated epistemology from the seventeenth century'. Unlike Nicholas Smith, who sees
Taylor's efforts to 'overcome epistemology' as aiming at a departure from that sub-discipline itself, Abbey
believes that 'in overcoming the epistemological model, Taylor is contributed to the sub-discipline of
epistemology that stretches back in the western tradition to the pre-Socratics'.
67 Taylor in Bohman (1991), p. 308.
64
65

31

preoccupation of Taylor's in recent years. He is currently working on a major book
(tentatively titled Retrieving Realism 68 ) that will articulate his position of 'contact
realism' against those who see the only option still available to us to be a kind of
romantic textualism (Rorty). Sorne major arguments presumably to be included in this
new book have been outlined by Taylor in several recent essays69, though the basic
features of his position have been in place since the mid-' 80s at leaseo. We 'U examine
Taylor's contact realism more closely in the next section. First, though, we need to
consider his notion of what he caUs the' 1/0 construal' 71, and his critique of epistemology
as 'mediational'.
Taylor's central complaint against the epistemological picture is its view that 'aU
our knowledge of the world is ultimately mediated knowledge ... that cornes from
something "inner" within ourselves or produced by the mind,n. He further describes this
view as follows:
On the one side, there were the bits of putative information in the mind - ideas,
impressions, sense data; on the other, there was the "outside world" about which
these claimed to inform us. .., l want to caU the whole class of theories that
accept dualisms of this kind "mediational epistemologies" . . . [or] "Inside /
Outside" accounts ("1/0" for short).73
To Taylor it makes liule difference whether the 'bits of putative information' are caUed
ideas, percepts, or sentences, or whether we follow Kant in 'reconcentualizing' the
dualism as 'form and content, mould and filling' 74. In any form, 1/0 views lead to a
'continuance of skeptical questions, or their transforms: maybe the world does not really
conform to the representation? Or maybe we will come across others whose moulds are
irreducibly different from ours, with whom we shall therefore be unable to establish any
common standards of truth. This underlies much facile relativism in our day' 75.

Dreyfus (2004) cites extensively from a draft of Taylor's upcoming work ofthis title in explaining Taylor
'anti-epistemological' position.
69 Taylor 1995b, 2000, 2002b, 2003a, 2004b, 2005.
70 Taylor 1995a, pp. 1-19.
71 Taylor 2002b, p. 106; cf. 2005, p. 26.
72 Taylor 2003a, p. 162.
73 Ibid.
74 Taylor 2000, p. 119.
75 Ibid.
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Taylor wants to claim that once we take seriously both our embodiment (MerleauPonty's being-to-the-world) and the self-constitutive nature of our relation to the 'other',
(Heidegger's being-in-the-world), the VO view will be altogether ruined. The first step in
this direction is to reflect on 'our whole multimedia grasp of things', and recognize that
the Cartesian (or Rortyan) understanding of knowledge as the manipulation of ideas
(inside the mind) or sentences or beliefs (inside the brain) fails to account for a vast
swathe of our most usual, everyday experience of coping with the world. Importantly,
Taylor is not opposed to the belief that we can manipulate ideas or sentences in remove
from their objects. He thinks we cano Our beliefs about the moon, for instance, can be
held and manipulated even if the moon is not currently visible, or even indeed if it tums
out to be a fiction. He takes issue, instead, with the view that this mode of relating to the
world 'from a distance', so to speak, is our most primordial mode of relation.
Taylor thinks we can articulate a more primordial mode by considering the' grasp
ofthings involved in my ability to move around and manipulate objects':
, . . . [U]nlike moon-beliefs, this [kind of] ability cannot be actualized in the
absence of the objects it operates on. My ability to throw baseballs cannot be
exercised in the absence of baseballs. My ability to get around this city and this
house, cornes only in getting around this city and this house,76.
Taylor sees a tendency - in AI research, contemporary neuroscience, Dennett's notion of
the 'intentional stance,77 or Cartesian brain-in-a-vat fantasies 78 - to locate this practical
coping ability exclusively in the mind, or exclusively the body. But we can't get the same
distance between coping and that-with-which-we-cope, as we can between the moon and
our beliefs about the moon. Coping presupposes a more direct, intimate relation.
Recognizing this, Taylor thinks, will make any kind of mediational epistemology look
wholly inadequate as a way of talking about knowledge; not so much wrong, since it does
usefully describe one form ofknowing activity (the 'disworlding' ofthings, characteristic
of the natural sciences), but inadequate, since it mistakenly treats this one form as
primordial or even exhaustive.
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Why has this inadequate picture seemed convincing for so long? Taylor suggests,
in his 1992 Massey lectures published as The Ethics of Authenticity, that its acceptance
has been marally motivated by its promise of unparalleled power in three regards. First,
by portraying disengaged reasan as paradigmatic of our rational activity, it promises a
formaI, absolute certainty even in the human sciences (including ethics). Second, its
depiction of the self as 'punctual' (a view Taylor traces to Locke's 'eye of the mind,79)
offers the possibility of unbounded self re-description, and limitless technological
progress, unimpeded by any intrinsic situatedness within a particular physical or sociocultural milieu. Third - and connected to these first two - the epistemological picture
treats society as 'atomistic,80, composed of punctual subjects each (dis)engaged in the
rational balance of personal benefit with social obligations. Thus the picture occludes the
possibility of 'irreducibly social goods,81, or instances of shared, dialogical agency.
Taylor links these three social effects of the epistemological picture to what he
caUs the 'malaises of modernity'. He identifies three: a loss of meaning, an eclipse of
ends in the face of instrumental reason, and a loss of freedom to faceless social
bureaucratization82 . The only way effectively to address these malaises, Taylor believes,
is to argue out from under the flawed ontology of the old picture, and recast the questions
it poses in light of our new, corrected view.

3.2 Recasting the picture
Taylor thinks that by articulating the contours of our pre-theoretical 'grasp of
things' based upon a phenomenological observation of our experience of being-in-theworld, we can develop a new and more adequate picture of agent and world than we get
from any lIO view. His task is both negative (debunking the old picture) and positive,
leading him to develop a new and improved alternative to the old picture which has been
caUed 'contact realism'. In this section l focus on three important aspects of this
alternative picture: (1) its groundedness upon the notion of a 'pre-understanding' or
'background' underlying our practical, everyday coping, (2) the notion that objects first
See n. 14, above.
Taylor develops this notion first in his essay 'Atomism' (1985b), pp. 187-210, and also in The Ethics of
Authenticity (1992), pp. 8-12.
81 See Taylor's essay ofthis title in his 1995 Ph ilosophical Arguments.
82 Taylor (1992) The Ethics ofAuthenticity, p. 10.
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present themselves to us against this background as 'affordances', and (3) the relation of
these two notions to what l've called Taylor's 'phenomenological holism'.
Taylor's position is called a 'contact realism' because it sees us as being in direct,
unmediated contact with our world at all times. This contact is so intimate, one might say,
that it is difficult, in trying to develop an account of our coping activities or even in
giving a state description of an agent, to separate the activity of our nervous systems from
'the whole actual world' of which we are a part83 • We don't have to trouble about
establishing or maintaining contact with the perceptual world because, as embodied
agents oriented in physical, social and (Taylor argues) moral space we are always already
embedded in it and engaged in coping with its structures. Our acts are not monological,
but dialogical, inextricably bound together in a constitutive relation with the physical or
social structures within which they unfold.
Physically, this engaged coping can mean something as simple as orienting
ourselves in a gravitational field (Todes 84). We do not make our earth's orientation what
it is, but neither do we simply 'find' it and proceed in a disengaged way to coordinate
ourselves with it. The relation between our activities and our spatial orientation is
'deeper' than that: more than being simply a 'factor' in what we do, our orientation
delimits a horizon of possibilities inextricable from our action. Such delimitation looks a
lot like encountering an objective world, and, Taylor believes, it is like that in the sense
that we are not free to act in it in whatever way we like. It is also not like an IIO view of
objectivity, however, in that it recognizes a constitutive and not merely coordinative
relation of our activities to our world.
The nature of our engaged coping in sociallife is even more c1ear. In the case of a
couple dancing, for instance, or oftwo people sawing a tree trunk with a two handed saw,
the shared 'flow' or 'rhythm' of the activity is very important. When one loses this flow,
'one falls into confusion; one's actions become inept and uncoordinated' and the activity
is no longer recognizable as dancing or sawing. These kinds of activities, then,
'come off only when we place ourselves in a common rhythm, in which our
component action is taken up. This is a different experience from coordinating my
83
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action with yours, as for instance when l run to the spot on the field where l know
you are going to pass the baIl. Sawing and dances are paradigm cases of
dialogical actions,85.
Unlike a monological account of action, which treats subject and object as
distinguishable and places one in sorne coordinative relationship to the other, a dialogical
account allows for the view that much, perhaps most human action is 'constituted as such
bya shared understanding among those who make up the common agent,86. For Taylor,
then, Margaret Thatcher was dramatically wrong in her claim that 'there is no such thing
as society. There are [only] individual men and women,87. Neither, however, would she
have been correct to make the opposite claim 88 . Both the monological and the dialogical
model are appropriate, though in the pursuit of different purposes. Taylor's complaint is
that we have been seduced by the power promised by the epistemological picture to
employ the monological model across the board in both the natural and human sciences
(the latter including ethics), and have in the process become both grossly inarticulate
about the role in our lives of irreducibly social (dialogical) actions, and unwarrantedly
skeptical about our contact with an 'objective', perceptual world.
The best way to back out from these dead ends, Taylor thinks, is to see aIl human
activity, including linguistic activity, as taking place against a 'pre-theoretical
background' or 'pre-understanding' of our relation to our perceptual and social world89 .

Taylor in Bohman (1991), p. 310.
Ibid., p. 311.
87 Thatcher is quoted by Dale (1997) as foHows: 'There is no such thing as society. There are individual
men and women, and there are families'.
88 The history of the past two centuries can perhaps be understood as a vacillation between one and the
other of these extreme claims.
89 It is useful here to note sorne comments Taylor has made about the 'contingency' of our beliefs and
actions upon this shared background. In his forward to a book of conversations between Catholic
theologian and social commentator Ivan Illich and interviewer David Cayley, Taylor importantly
emphasizes the slippage from a non-systematized Christian ethics based on agape into a picture of
ourselves as 'disciplined, rational, disengaged subjects' (xii). Focusing on the story of the Good Samaritan,
Taylor suggests that the 'contingency' and 'sheer accident' at the heart of that parable has become an object
offear for those in the modem world, who have come to view such contingency as 'an obstacle, even an
enemy or a threat' (ibid.). We need to escape, he writes, from the 'mono-maniacal perspective' for which
this contingency 'can only be an adversary requiring control', and 'find the centre of our spiritual lives
beyond the code, deeper than the code, in networks of living concem' (xiii). This advocacy of contingency
clearly brings Taylor in sorne way close to Rorty, but with two apparent differences: (1) for Taylor, our
ethic is contingent upon something, in this case upon God, and not simply a contingency of aH upon aH; (2)
Rorty's notion of contingency is 'propositiona1' - aU propositions being contingent upon aH others-
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In developing his account ofthis background Taylor follows c10sely Heidegger's account
of the 'Clearing' (Lichtung) and Wittgenstein's notion of our 'life-world,9o, as well as
Michael Polanyi's description of the 'tacit dimension'. This background is both shared,
in the same way in which the act of dancing can be understood only as a kind of common
agency, and also pre-articula te, in that it is not a set of propositions or beliefs about the
world to which we assent in the same way we might adopt a worldview or ideology. It
resides primarily in our embodied, social practice, in the same way in which our
understanding of the 'flow' of a conversation or ability to navigate a forest path is present
only in our actual doing of these activities, never in isolation from them.
Our efforts to articulate the contours of this background (what Merleau-Ponty
calls the development of a 'phenomenology of perception,91) will, importantly, never be
complete or carry a final, absolute certainty, since we necessarily employ the background
in our very act of bringing it to articulation. Like mopping ourselves into a corner in our
kitchen, the fact of our constant embodied, social engagement with the world prevents us
from completing our articulative task with the finality available to a disengaged,
theoretical or monological account. We are fully justified however, Taylor argues, to
apply to our best, most thorough articulations of this background the 'BA principle,92: to
treat these 'best accounts' of our situation as, in all likelihood, objectively (but also
falsifiably) true. To skeptically withhold epistemic status from our most thoroughly
justified beliefs due to sorne ex ante separation between reasons and causes, he thinks, is
unwarranted.

3.3 Objectivity, realism, and the human sciences
According to the modem epistemological picture, a subject encounters objects in
the world, produces representations of them in his mind, then rationally manipulates
those representations. If we follow Taylor in adopting the notion of a pre-theoretical
background, however, we will, following Heidegger, see objects as always already

whereas Taylor is 'practical', all our beliefs and actions being related to 'networks of living concem'. The
relation between there notions bears further study.
90 Discussed by Taylor in his essay 'Lichtung and Lebensfonn: Parallels between Heidegger and
Wittgenstein' in bis Philosophical Arguments (1995a), pp. 61-78.
91 Taylor 2005, pp. 30-38.
92 See Taylor's 'Explanation and Practical Reason' (1995a, pp. 34-60).
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having a significance for us from our first encounter with them. Taylor develops this idea
using J. J. Gibson's notion of objects as 'affordances,93. We often respond to a thing's
'current relevance' like 'non-linguistic animals,94 - the ground affords walking, water
affords drinking, etc. This practical, pre-theoretical competency with things, Taylor
thinks, shows that we have a 'perceptual knowledge,95 of things which precedes any
effort to articulate propositions about them in language.
This is an important daim: against the Sellars-Rorty distinction between a space
of reasons and a space of causes, Taylor is arguing that our embodied engagement in the
world does have epistemic, not merely causal significance. As Hubert Dreyfus puts it,
Taylor's basic daim is that our embodiment places us 'in contact with the reality that
surrounds us at a deeper level than any description or significance-attribution we might
make ofthis reality, and that this dissolves the temptation to anti-realism,96.
Gary Gutting, author of a book comparing the work of Taylor, Rorty and
MacIntyre97 , has described Taylor's understanding of our knowledge of hypergoods which l discuss in Chapter Two - as being characterized by a 'phenomenological
objectivity' 98. This seems to me also an appropriate term to describe Taylor's
epistemological position. We can talk about the world as it is in-itself, independent of
'time or chance', precisely because we do have a practical, perceptual experience of its
structures through our embodied coping with it; we have 'perceptual knowledge' of it.
The task of articulating these structures belongs to phenomenology, not logic, and, as
noted above, will never be completed with the finality of a theory.
Yet this impossibility of finality is of secondary importance. Taylor's truly radical
daim is that wc can, by starting from the structures revealed through our practical
\

engagement with things-in-the-world, ascend to progressively better understandings of
how the world is 'in-itself'. In responding to things not as objects but as affordances understood as a universal, transcultural possibility of human being - wc are, as Dreyfus
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puts it, 'responding in a direct way to how the uni verse is in itself independent of aIl our
significance attributions' 99.
ln terms of the scheme-content distinction (which, Taylor believes, we simply
'cannot do without' 100), this means two things: First, that we can indeed judge our
schemes against 'the way of the world is', and that to do this we don't need to be a
'Raving Platonist' 101 still on about a realm of Ideas or things-in-themselves. Our practical
responses to things as affordances are (unmediated) responses to these things inthemselves - we don't need to postulate any third, ideal entities an sich. Second, it means
that we can judge between various schemes and rank them according to their truth in
relation to the world, not simply their usefulness to our purposes. Indeed, Taylor believes
that sorne schemes may weIl 'supersede' others, a c1aim which, although apparently
commonsensical, calls for sorne explanation.
Zealous readers of Thomas Kuhn' s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions have
often felt it natural to suggest that Kuhn's basic model - namely, that in a dialectical
manner a 'normal science' is challenged by an 'abnormal science' until, for social or
economic reasons, the new account wins out and itself adopts the mantle of normality can be usefully applied across the whole spectrum of human experience. Rorty has
described his own thought as a generalization of Kuhn' s work 102 . Having made this
move, one is left with a picture ofnumerous schemes (Kuhn's 'sciences') all engaged in a
kind of non-teleological Darwinian competition for resources, with none of them being
'more in correspondence with reality' - or 'truer' - than any other. Through this process
of natural selection, the 'stronger' schemes (i.e., those which prove more useful in
meeting our human needs in a given historical situation) triumph over the weaker ones.
Kuhn himself has (perhaps unwillingly103) fed this naturalist, anti-realist reading of his
work by suggesting that proponents of different schemes 'inhabit different worlds,104,
leaving no common criteria by which to judge their accuracy.
Dreyfus 2004, p. 66.
Taylor 1990, 'Rorty in the Epistemological Tradition'. Cited in Rorty's 'Taylor on Truth' (1998, p. 87).
lOI Rorty 1994a, p. 21.
102 Rorty 1999. Cf. 'Thomas Kuhn, Rocks and the Laws ofPhysics, ibid., pp. 175-189.
103 See Kuhn's essay 'The Natural and the Human Sciences' in The Interpretative Turn: Philosophy,
Science, Culture (Bohman, 1991, pp. 17-24).
104 Kuhn suggests as much in numerous spots in his Structure ofScientific Revolutions (Kuhn 1991). At p.
111 he writes, 'we may want to say that after a revolution [or shift in paradigm], scientists are responding
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The very idea of supersession, even in a general sense, requires sorne standard by
which to judge certain schemes to be more accurate than others. In the early 1990s, new
maps of a post-Soviet Europe superseded old maps: the content had changed such that
any scheme which did not indude, say, Czechoslovakia, was rendered out of date. The
question for philosophers of science since the release of Kuhn's book has been: do
natural scientific theories work in this same way, such that we can treat a new, 'up-todate' scherne as being in fact a more accurate representation of the way the universe is in
itself? For example, do we have reason to think that Copemicus' account is more truemore 'justified', epistemically, according to the world itself - than Ptolemy's?
For Rorty, as noted above, there is no reason to daim this. If for sorne (unlikely)
reason we should find that Ptolemy's account is more useful to us, then there is no
epistemic reason to retain Copemicus. Yet Taylor thinks this kind of scientific antirealism simply does not hold up, and argues against it by appealing to the nature of our
perception. Consider, he suggests, walking into a small café 105 . At first you do not realize
that the walls are covered in mirrors, but, when you truly do convince yourself that they
are, there is no honestly going back to your earlier understanding. A transition has
occurred: your horizon has expanded and increased your ability to cope in this
environrnent (you'll be less likely to walk into the wall). Based on his assertion of the
possibility of perceptual knowledge, Taylor asserts the significance, in reason, of this
transition. Your new understanding of the way this café is 'in-itself is objectively
superior to your earlier account. In the same way, he argues, there's simply no going back
to a world of Aristotelian forrns or Ptolemaic epicydes. If someone did take up these
views in complete honesty, we would rightly see their decision as unreasonable.
For Taylor, then, we can judge between schemes (especially natural scientific
ones but also, to a lesser degree, human scientific ones) on the basis oftheir truth, and, in
our everyday lives, we do this habitually. Alongside this conviction, however, Taylor also
maintains a robust scientific realism106 that is so traditional as to need little explanation.
As human beings, it is within our realm of possibility to adopt a stance of disengagement
to a different world'. Or at p. 121: 'though the world does not change with a change of paradigm, the
scientists afterwards work in a different world .... 1 am convinced that we must learn to make sense of
statements that at least resemble these'.
105 See Dreyfus 2004, p. 69f.
106 Taylor 1990a, p. 273.

40

and, meeting the world as a field of present-at-hand objects, to develop theories that are
more or less true according to those objects themselves. With Heidegger, Taylor
understands this stance as precisely a possibility - not our normal mode of relation - and
he has ardently defended, following Dilthey, a fundamental methodological distinction
between the naturswissenschafien (natural sciences) and geistesswissenschafien (hum an
sciences) 107. He eyes with suspicion the popularity of rational choice theory's
methodological individualism in economics and political science, seeing it as a distortive
confusion of methodologies.
These, then, are the major features of Taylor's contact realism. In the next chapter
we'll look more dosely at Taylor's notion of 'moral ontology' (he is a moral realist as
well). First, however, l will enumerate more dearly the specific differences between
Rorty's and Taylor's positions, and shore up the daim that Taylor's phenomenological
holism will more readily free us from the epistemological picture than will Rorty's
Quinean holism.

4. Analvsis and conclusion
Like all anti-foundationalists, Rorty and Taylor see themse1ves as having gotten
out from under the old epistemological picture. Rorty captures this common effort in a
characteristically poignant image: both Taylor and himse1f, Rorty writes, be1ieve that
they have escaped from 'the collapsed circus tent of epistemology - those acres of canvas
under which so many of our colleagues still thrash aimlessly about' 108. Yet each sees the
other as still very much enthralled to the old view.
As suggested, l be1ieve their differences can be expressed, in one sense, as that
between a Quinean and a phenomenological holism, or in other words, as that between
anti-ontology and weak ontology. The question is: which position gives us more leverage
to correct the philosophical anthropology implied by the epistemological picture, thereby
opening the way forward to a more adequate account of agent and world? It is the
contention of this paper that such an improved account can give us a better understanding
of the morallife and the place of religion in the public sphere, and so, for this reason, that
107 For a comprehensive statement of Taylor's position here see his (l985b) 'Interpretations and the
Sciences of Man' .
108 Rorty 1998c, p. 93; cited in Taylor 2003, p. 158.
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it matters whether we decide to follow Rorty or Taylor in this intramural postfoundationa'l debate. In the remainder of this chapter I consider Taylor's and Rorty's
arguments against one another's positions, and provide a defense ofTaylor's view.
Taylor has written two essays conceming Rorty' s critique of epistemology, and
from these I think four major reasons for seeing Rorty as 'still very much enmeshed [to a
mediational epistemology]' can be extracted. First, Rorty seems to take for granted the
Enlightenment picture of the self implied by the old epistemology as naturally
disengaged, punctual, and atomic. There are no resources in his thinking for
demonstrating, by rneans of reasoned argument in pursuit of truth, the inadequacies of
this picture.
Second, Taylor takes issue with Rorty' s binary understanding of the realm of
epistemic possibilities: we can either accept an account of truth as correspondence (at
worst a kind of picture theory) that involves a full blown notion of things-in-themselves
or Ideas (good enough as that may be for Kantians, positivists or Raving Platonists), or
else, we must reject altogether the notion of truth as any kind of correspondence to
anything. Taylor, in his thinking about modem secularity, has referred to a kind of 'postrevolutionary sentiment' which guides our current thinking about religion and the
transcendent, likening it to the spirit of 1789 which worked for the total eradication of the
ancien regime. This same image rnay tell us sornething important about Rorty's critique
of epistemology.

In reacting against the modem understanding of truth as

correspondence, Rorty has, with revolutionary zeal, adopted the polar opposite view of
truth as having nothing to do with correspondence. He has remained, as Taylor puts it,
within the sarne 'dialectical universe' as the old picture.
Third, Taylor is troubled by what looks to him like a general, ex ante theory of
knowledge in Rorty' s thought. The old epistemological ex ante theory saw truth as
always and everywhere a matter of correspondence (or 'verification', on the positivist
dispensation), and logical rationality as the only way to judge the relative validity of, or
arbitrate between, various schemes. Rorty, in opposition, sees truth as never, anywhere a
matter of correspondence (a view founded upon his anti-ontological 'ontology' which
sees all talk of Reality or 'content' as always and everywhere useless), and 'consistency'
as the only means of judging the validity of schernes which are, anyway, always
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inarbitrable. Taylor is suspicious of whether any such blanket account will allow us to
provide adequate descriptions of our world in all its variety, and sees the ex ante
universality of the epistemological picture as precisely one of the things in need of
correction.
Fourth, and most importantly, Taylor takes aim at Rorty's continued belief that
sorne 'elements' - for Rorty, sentences or beliefs - mediate between us and the world.
This belief is not explicitly stated by Rorty: recall that the 'world', in his view, is 'well
10s1', leaving us without a distinction between mediated and immediate contact with it.
Yet Taylor's objection seems to me quite on point as a complaint against Rorty' s denial
of the epistemic significance of our perceptual, embodied experience, and relegation of
all knowledge daims to the space of reasons.
Rorty's case against Taylor cornes down to an argument against Taylor's belief
that there is sorne 'fact of the matter' concerning our natural and social worlds. As he
puts it, he wishes that Taylor, 'as fervent an anti-Cartesian as 1 am,' would join him in
walking away from the in-itself 1 for-us distinction, which Taylor continues to insist is
necessary109. To hold to this distinction is to persist in a belief that there is sorne 'way
things are' that can be gotten at either representationally (by 'picturing' forms or ideas in
our minds) or phenomenologically (through articulation), but, to Rorty's mind, 'neither
[Taylor] nor anyone else has explained why we cannotjust walk away from this idea,110.
Believing anything like this, he thinks, is philosophically unfruitful. After 2500 years we
still have no convincing theory of truth. Yet we can 'get somewhere', he,thinks, if we
drop the idea of sorne 'way things are', and along with it all the old Platonic, Scholastic
and Kantian distinctions. For Rorty, 'dropping' these distinctions means denying any
belief in 'perceptual knowledge', or the idea that our contact with the world (in the
natural sciences, 'representational' contact; in the human sciences, 'phenomenological'
contact) has epistemic significance.
1 see two reasons for supporting Taylor's position in this debate, but before 1 name
these a point should be made about what it means to 'support' either position here. It
seems to me that any decision between Taylor's and Rorty's anti-foundational views is

109
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Rorty 1994a, p, 30.
Ibid,
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less a matter for rational arbitration than an assessment of which of their accounts better
explains our hum an mode of being in the world. Rorty sees no reason why our accounts

of knowledge or justification need to make any room for a 'way the world is' - we can
explain these practices in a wholly satisfactory way by limiting ourselves to a naturalist,
wholly-human account like epistemological behaviorism. Taylor thinks that such an
account ignores important aspects of the way we experience the world, and that we need
to allow for talk about both perceptual knowledge and the possibility of a disengaged
(objectifying) stance to avoid gross inarticulacy.
To decide between Taylor and Rorty means basically, then, to decide whether our
best account of human being in the world - meaning that account which allows us to talk
about and cope with our world most effectively - does need to indude sorne notion of a
non-human reality, or whether it does not need to. It seems, in other words, a question of
how strictly one ought to limit the realm of possibility. To answer this question it seems
only sensible, in keeping with the emphasis on culture and history present in both
Taylor's and Rorty's thought, to look at how each epistemological position plays out in
their thinking on morality and religious belief. Specifically, one ought to assess the
degree to which each view (1) helps or hinders the development of a maximal articulacy
in understanding our moral lives, and (2) provides the best possible platform for dialogue
and reconciliation between persons with often very different religious and metaphysical
commitments. The remainder of this paper is devoted to these tasks. There are, however,
a few strictly philosophical points in favor of Taylor's account over Rorty's which 1'11
namehere:
First, Taylor seems to me right to daim that the 'Rorty-Davidson truism,lll
conceming the a priori inarbitrability in reason of our beliefs is an unwarranted, ex ante
move all too akin in its universality to the old epistemological picture. One of the primary
reasons for rejecting strong ontology has been its tendency to run roughshod over
difference. Why should we replace it with an anti-ontology which also makes univers al
daims (this time: that vocabularies are always and everywhere incommensurable)? How
can we assert inarbitrability across the board without looking at each particular case?
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Only, Taylor suggests, if we are operating on the basis of sorne univers al (anti-)theory,
which, if Rorty is doing so, would place him still in the thrall of the old picture.
Second, Rorty's understanding of justification may have sorne disturbing
implications for the concept of personhood. Gary Gutting, in his discussion of Rorty' s
critique of epistemology, outlines the problem as follows:
'According to epistemological behaviorism, knowledge requires justification,
which requires an ability to cite reasons, which requires linguistic ability. But ...
this ignores the knowledge of those - for example, infants of the severely retarded
- who do not have linguistic ability,112
Gutting places this objection in the mouth of 'an empiricist', and goes on to explain
Rorty's response, which he says would rely upon the Sellarsian distinction between
awareness-as-discriminative-behavior and awareness-as-knowledge l13 . He writes:
'[m]any entities without linguistic ability - from photoelectric cells and
computers to frogs and babies - are able to respond to stimuli in systematically
differentiated ways. ... [In the case of babies, for instance,] we have reason to
think that this ability causally depends on a primitive form of awareness [or
feeling] . .. Should we say that the baby knows it is hungry? Well, does a
photoelectric eye know that someone is approaching the door? ... What is the
difference between the baby and the electric eye? Merely the fact that the baby
responds in virtue of a "feeling" and the electric eye doesn't. ... But why should
the mere fact ofthe baby's feeling make a difference?,1l4
By linking the capacity for knowledge so c10sely with linguistic ability, Rorty
finds himse1f defending a situation that hardly 'looks sensible to ordinary persons' - one
of Aristotle's criteria for an adequate theory. If the 'naturalization' of epistemology
(Quine's mantle) entails dropping ontological categories to the extent that infants and
e1ectric eyes are placed on the same epistemic leve1, has something been lost? Are nonlinguistic beings like infants or the severe1y retarded to be awarded status as human
persons, or not? Even if they are, to cast epistemology in Rorty' s way seems to put us
well on the way to denying them that recognition in practice.

Gutting 2003, p. 46.
Gutting cites Rorty 1979, p. 182, and Sellars' 'Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind' in Science,
Perception, and Reality (London: Routledge, 1963), p. 169.
114 Gutting 2003, p. 46. My emphases.
112

113
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The question is not so much whether a naturalized epistemology would logically,
directly lead to such a conclusion. 1 don't believe it would. Yet, if the underlying
'picture' of human agents implied by a Quinean holism is fundamentally identical to the
old Enlightenment picture, then it seems unlike1y that a post-foundational philosophy
based upon a such a holism will have much power to address the inadequacies of that
picture, or the malaises Taylor alleges it has produced.
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CHAPTER TWO - MORALITY
1. Introduction

Taylor's and Rorty's differences over the best way to escape from the
epistemological picture are paraIleled by their different ways of thinking about morality.
Both reject any ethical or moral philosophy that sees us as subject to 'obligations,' the
paradigmatic examples here being Kantian deontology and the utilitarianism of Jeremy
Bentham. This common denial that any theoretical system can determine with certainty
for us the right, seems aIl of a piece with their common rejection of 'representing' as our
primary mode of being in the world. As in their epistemological thinking, Taylor
complains that a 'morality of obligation' does not go deep enough, and Rorty that it gives
us metaphysics when aIl we need to know is 'what works'.
1 would like to structure this chapter around what seems to me the most poignant

articulation of the difference between Rorty's and Taylor's positions, which Rorty offers
at the opening of his essay 'Taylor on Truth'. Their primary disagreement, Rorty writes,
is over whether poetry should be seen as 'a means of arranging the order of our internaI
lives by making a harmonious pattern of extremely complex attitudes, once thought to
refer to an external order of metaphysics but now seen to be a symbolic ordering of our
inner selves,115. To understand what Rorty means here, something needs to be said about
Taylor's and Rorty's understandings of art.
Unlike someone like MacIntyre, who has been just as active as Taylor in his
criticism of many aspects of Western modernityl16, Taylor is quite upbeat about many
features of our modem world. He is perhaps most optimistic about our recognition, via
Romanticism, of the importance of the 'expressive dimension,117 in the constitution of
our identities. An important part of Taylor's understanding of the modem self is his view
of that self as constituted by narratives, most often shared narratives ll8 . Any
understanding of morality today, he believes, will necessarily be cast in a 'language of

115 Rorty 1998b, p. 84. He is citing a formulation by Stephen Spender, which Spender attributes to 1. A.
Richards, and which Taylor cites in Sources of the Self(1989) pp. 490-1.
116 For a discussion of MacIntyre's views, see the chapter entitled 'MacIntyre: Virtue Theory Revisited' in
Vardy and Grosch (1994), pp. 105-118. Also Gutting (1999), pp. 69-112.
117 See Taylor (1989), pp. 368-90.
118 For a discussion of 'narrative identity' in Taylor's thought see Abbey (2000), pp. 37-40.
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personal resonance,119, which treats the stories we tell ourselves about who we are as
actually constituting our identities. Art, he believes, be it in the form of stories, poems,
music, paintings or whatever, plays a major role in this process, and is helpful (or' great')
insofar as it 'recover[ s] contact with moral or spiritual sources through the exercise of the
creative imagination d20 . Great art is, in this sense, epiphanic. It points us toward the
good, and, insofar as if is successful in doing so, helps us 'arrange the order of our
internaI lives' .
For Rorty, great art does not 'point'; it edifies (from Gadamer's Bildung).
Epiphany, Rorty might say, is what we calI an experience of supreme edification; a
difference of degree, not kind. Art does not constitute our identity by giving us access to
trans-human goods, although it may show us how to reorder our 'internaI lives' in a more
useful, beautiful way, and even inspire us to do it. Rorty' s position here follows directly
from his rejection of the scheme-content distinction: if there is no content to which we
are accountable, then we are left only with schemes, calI them vocabularies, texts - or
poems. Since there is no trans-human content for the poem to 'evoke' or 'show us', the
only standard to judge between the relative desirability of reading certain poems over
others is the usefulness of one poet's vision as compared to another's in helping us
construct a narrative that make sense of our lives.
As noted, Rorty's and Taylor's debate over epistemology cornes down to a
question of description, i.e., whether we need sorne notion of reality as it is independent
of ourselves to make sense of our being in the world. Their thinking on morality can also
be understood in this way. Both agree that art - poetry, say - is important in helping us
order our lives, but they differ over the reason for its usefulness. For Taylor, it is effective
because it points us to something deeper; for Rorty, it is effective precisely because it
helps us stop talking about deep and shallow, high and low - or at least teaches us to stick
our tongues in our cheeks when doing so.
Their differences concerning morality, then, play out in a way identical to their
differences concerning epistemology. Taylor wants to talk about ontology - life goods,
constitutive goods, frameworks, and moral topographies. He thinks we just can't make
119 Taylor 1989, pp. 512-513; cf. Taylor's notion of our experience as 'indexed to a personal vision', ibid.,
p.492.
120 Taylor, 1989, p. 492.
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sense of our moral lives unless we reject the naturalist urge to proscribe this type of
language. l will ca11 Taylor's position here 'vertical description': he thinks we can get the
best grasp on our moral lives if we understand them as a set of relationships to
qualitatively distinct, hierarchica11y orderable, trans-human goods.
Rorty, in contrast, sees such talk of a 'moral ontology' as useless. To talk about
'goods' is, for Rorty, similar to talking about 'selves' - it is best understood as the
occasiona11y useful reification of an adjective into a noun. Our activity of picking out
certain beliefs or actions as 'good' or 'bad' takes place squarely within our world of 'time
and chance' and is therefore relative to our own local, culture-bound beliefs. As to the
hierarchical ordering of goods, Rorty would perhaps say that we can rank goods in the
same way we can rank poems - which is to say not very we11 - and that our preference
for certain goods over others will be no different than our preference for Nietzsche over
Kant, or Bach over Wagner. l will ca11 Rorty's position here 'horizontal description': he
sees no need to invoke the more-than-human in understanding our human moral lives. If
anything, such a move looks dangerously inegalitarian 121 .
As in Chapter One 1'11 first outline the main features of Rorty's and Taylor's
positions, then provide sorne analysis.

2. Rortv
In this section l will focus on four areas of Rorty's thought: (1) his eschewal ofthe
effort to 'hold reality and justice in a single vision', (2) his sharp political distinction
between public and private, (3) his portrait of a 'liberal utopia' and understanding ofhow
this might be 'achieved', and (4) his reduction of vertical, qualitative distinctions to
horizontal, quantitative ones. 1'11 close the presentation by considering sorne objections to
Rorty's position.

121 Rorty (1999, p. 52) cites Dewey as denouncing 'the who le brood and nest of dualisms' which we inherit
from the Greeks. Dewey saw these dualism, Rorty writes (ibid., p. 29) as 'remnants and figurations of the
social division between contemplators and doers, between a leisure class and a productive class [Dewey,
The Questfor Certainty, p. 14] ... [explaining] the origin ofphilosophy as the attempt to reconcile 'two
kinds of mental product' - the products of the priests and the poets with those of the artisans [Dewey,
Reconstruction in Philosophy, p. 86].'
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2.1 Synthesizing reality and justice
In an autobiographical essay entitled 'Trotsky and the Wild Orchids', Rorty
describes his own early quest to bring together reality and justice in one grand, synthetic
vision. Born the son of committed Trotskyites in the Stalinist Bronx of the 1930s 122 ,
Rorty developed early on a firm beliefthat 'the point ofbeing human [is] to spend one's
life fighting for social justice,123. He was troubled, however, by the disconnect he felt
between this radical, egalitarian passion and another, more private passion. In the fields
outside his family's home, Rorty developed a deep respect for 'our noble, pure, chaste
North American wild orchids', seeing them as 'morally superior to the showy,
hybridized, tropical orchids displayed in florists' ShOpS,124.
How could he get this snobbish, private contemplation of beauty to fit together
with a public commitment to univers al solidarity? As Rorty puts it, '1 wanted to find
sorne intellectual or aesthetic framework which would let me - in a thrilling phrase which
l came across in Yeats - "hold reality and justice in a single vision".' By reality, he
meant the experience of the orchids; by justice, the 'liberation of the weak from the
strong,125. Leaving for the prestigious Hutchins College at the University of Chicago at
the age of fifteen, he was anxious to 'see how other people managed the feat l was trying
to accomplish,126
His hope, however, was not satisfied. The more he studied philosophy (a field he
entered precisely in the hope of finding this kind of synthesis) the more he came to feel
that the feat was impossible. Philosophy, it seemed to him, involved the proliferation of
more and more distinctions as a means of wriggling oneself out of dialectical corners, but
no one ever seemed to reach that fabled space 'beyond hypotheses' - a 'neutral
standpoint from which [various] first principles could be evaluated,127. If indeed there
was no such standpoint, then 'the whole Socratic-Platonic idea of replacing passion by
reason, seemed not to make much sense.' He was able to see no reason why the positions
following upon various incompatible first premises could not be understood as just
122 Rorty is also, notably, as the maternaI grandson of Walter Rauschenbusch, founder of the nineteenth
century social gospel movement.
123 Rorty (1999), 'Trotsky and the Wi1d Orchids', p. 6.
124 Ibid., p. 7.
125 Ibid.
126 Ibid.
127 Ibid., p. 10.
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different narrative redescriptions of the problem at hand, and therefore in no need of
'synthesis' or 'arbitration' in reason.
As a graduate student at Yale, Rorty read Hegel and Proust and found in their
work a genius for bundling together diverse ideas without 'the help of a religious faith or
a philosophical theory ... a cheerful commitment to irreducible temporality ... [and an
ability to] weave everything [i.e., aIl the various philosophical or religious narratives]
into a [new] narrative without asking that that narrative have a moral, and without asking
how that narrative would appear under the aspect of etemity' 128.
With this realization Rorty felt he had achieved a new, more perspicuous view of
his childhood dream to synthesize Trotsky with the orchids. If Trotsky provides a
narrative useful in inspiring us to fight for social justice, and our experience with the
orchids (along with, say, reading Wordsworth) provides another narrative useful in
making our inner lives more peaceful and happy, then there is no more need to synthesize
these accounts into one 'etemal' narrative than to synthesize different tools in our
workshop - a hammer with a screwdriver, say.
What does 'synthesis' mean here? Its meaning is connected, 1 think, to the notion
of 'correspondence' in epistemology. The old epistemology taught us to compare our
schemes with sorne content 'beyond time and chance', and to let the nature of that
content dictate the validity of our schemes. The belief that we need to 'hold reality and
justice in a single vision' leads us to ground our beliefs about justice, morality, etc. upon
sorne picture of the way the world is. We need to treat others in the way we' d have them
treat us, for instance, because anything other than this would be an offense against
rationality (the categorical imperative, say); or, we mustn't torture people because doing
so is a violation of human nature or dignity, understood as an intrinsic feature of persons.
Rorty's does not try logically to refute this synthetic urge. Instead, he describes our
situation in such a way as to make such a synthesis look un-useful or extraneous, if not
necessarily logically invalid.

128

Ibid., p. Il.
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2.2 The public-private distinction

A major way in which Rorty works this trick is through his maintenance of a strict
distinction between our public lives (in which we will hopefully be good social
democrats, but could just as well be Nazis) and our private lives (in which we can
maintain whatever notions of transcendent Goods or Ends or of Truth we find most
edifying). If, in our private lives, we particularly enjoy reading Nietzsche or the Marquis
de Sade - or, say, derive great meaning from biblical prohibitions of homosexuality then that' s fine. Those are our idiosyncratic passions, and there is no reason, Rorty thinks,
for anyone to tell us what is or is not 'good in the way ofbelief' (i.e., 'true', according to
James 129) in this sphere. When we bring these private loves into public life, however, our
peers will be justified in taking us to task.
The ruling image, here, Michael Williams points out, is of Hume sitting in his
study. 'Hume's epistemological outlook,' Williams writes,
'is biperspectival. There are two perspectives, that of philosophy and that of
common sense, which clash irreconcilably. Impressive as the skeptic's arguments
are in the rarefied atmosphere of philosophical reflection, we are incapable of
taking them seriously when we retum to "common life." Accordingly, if we are
sufficiently reflective, we will be skeptics in the study ... but believers everwhere
[sic] else' 130.
Rorty echoes Hume 'uncannily' here, Williams writes, in his division of 'the world into
three parties' according to their relationship to the study 131. First, there are the nonintellectuals, corresponding to Hume's 'vulgar', 'who go about their business untroubled
by questions about the status of their basic beliefs and values', never visiting the study.
Second, there are the 'metaphysicians', Hume's 'false philosophers', 'intent on rescuing
the common sense of their day from skeptical undermining'. This group spends all its
time in the study. Finally, there are the ironists - the heroes of Rorty's account - who
accept that no such rescue job is possible, and balance their time between the study and
the "common life".
129 As James writes at p. 59 in his Pragmatism (1968), entitled 'What Pragmatism Means', '[t]he true is the
name ofwhatever proves itself ta be good in the way ofbelief, and good, tao, for dejinite, assignable
reasons' (James' emphasis).
130 Williams (2003), p. 70.
131 Ibid., p. 73.
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Francis Fukuyama has suggested that the great strength of liberal democracy is
that it actively excludes the final ends addressed by religion from the realm ofpolitics 132 .
Leaving discussion of Rorty' s thinking on religion for Chapter Three, this idea of 'the
exclusion of final ends' from public or "common" life - and their relegation to the study
- can shed light on Rorty's understanding of democracy. There is plenty of room, in a just
society, for the priva te pursuit of whatever final end its members see fit.
For example: it makes little difference, in Rorty's mind, whether a Supreme Court
Justice, in his spare time, is deeply edified by the treatment ofhomosexuality in the Book
of Leviticus. So long as this private 'end' (i.e., the view of homosexuality as aberrant) is
excluded from the public sphere (by his refusing, say, to uphold an anti-sodomy law) then
there is no fouI: the justice has not made his personal acceptance of this private 'end' into
a reason why other people should accept it as their own; i.e., as a reason why his private
end should be adopted as a public one.
Unlike Fukuyama, though, Rorty does not talk much about ends; he talks more
about vocabularies, by which l think he means something very close to 'schemes'. Our
Justice has chosen to adopt a certain 'final vocabulary,133 as a way of talking about
homosexuality. It is a 'vocabulary' insofar as it is 'only' a particular scheme, and not
(epistemically) justified by a relation of correspondence to sorne content (i.e., a fact of
the matter about whether homosexuality is evil or not). It is afinal vocabulary insofar as
the justice really has settled upon it - he does (truly, madly, deeply) think it is true; his
reading of his 'canon' has, whatever we observers may think of it, genuinely convinced
him. Rorty is not asking our justice to 'water down' his private conviction: let him
believe not only in the evil of homosexuality, but also that this truth has been revealed
directlyby God as recorded in the book of Leviticus. No fouI.
The public-private distinction Rorty wants to draw is, then, a political, not a
philosophical one. Rorty pleads ignorance concerning the ultimate truth of the claim that

Leviticus records the words of God, and doesn't begrudge the Justice his deeply-felt
conviction that it does. At the same time though, Rorty wants the Justice to respect his
own deep, genuine sense - based on his final vocabulary crafted from his reading of his

132
133

See Fuk:uyama's End ofHistory and the Last Man (1992).
Rorty 1989, p. 73.
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canon - that Leviticus doesn't glVe us any privileged insight into the morality of
homosexuality. A refusaI to respect Rorty' s sense here, Rorty thinks, would have to entail
a daim by the Justice that God (or the world, or the Way Things Are) justifies the
Justice's own view of the matter over Rorty's view, and that the Justice has a privileged
relationship to Truth that Rorty, despite his best efforts, lacks. This kind of argumentative
move is fine, Rorty thinks, for oligarchs, absolute monarchs or political bosses13 4 , but a
very bad way of maintaining a democracy. If we observers would prefer an oligarchy,
then fine, but everything Rorty has read convinces him that democracy is better.

2.3 Achieving a Ziberai utopia

Rorty's democracy - what he often describes as his 'liberal utopia', is made up of
citizens who are 'liberal ironists'. They are 'liberal' insofar as they think, with Judith
Shklar, that 'cruelty is the worst thing we can dO,135, and choose to work for social
justice. They are 'ironists' insofar as they recognize the ultimate contingency oftheir own
(deeply, genuinely felt) final vocabularies - insofar, that is, as they have followed Rorty
in recognizing, with James, that 'the trail of the human serpent is ... over everything,136
leaving us with no escape from 'the world of time and chance' .
This public commitment to solidarity and argumentative restraint (i.e., refusing to
assert the absolute truth of their commitments) is powered, as it were, by the engine of
the ironist's private projects of self-creation. She has read Whitman and Mill and
Thoreau, and dreams of an America characterized by tolerance, broad 'democratic
vistas,137 and a deep, shared sense of commitment to our fellow human beings. Reading
these books has given our ironist a profound 'social hope' in a utopian future. Motivated
by this hope, she will, in deciding what she thinks our public projects oUght to look like,
134 Rorty's smaU book Against Bosses, Against Oligarchies develops a recently important distinction for
him between the post 1960s 'culturalleft' or 'new left' and the 'old left' or 'reformist left' of the New Deal
era. Rorty locates himself squarely in the latter camp. This distinction is first presented in ms Achieving
Our Country (1998d)
135 Cited, e.g., in Rorty 1989, p. xv.
136 James writes (1968, p. 53), 'The trail of the human serpent is thus over everything. Truth independent;
truth that we find merely; truth no longer malle able to human need; truth incorrigible, in a word; such truth
exists indeed superabundantly - or is supposed to exist by rationalisticaUy minded thinkers; but then it
me ans only the dead heart of the living tree, and its being there means only that truth also has its
paleontology and its 'prescription', and may grow stiff with years of veteran service and petrified in men's
regard by sheer antiquity.'
137 A term he adopts from Whitman; see AOC (1998d) p.23f.
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be guided not by a (present) sense of what we are, but rather by a (future-directed) sense
ofwhat we could be.
Rorty is convinced that his liberal utopia will be achieved only as we move away
from philosophical concems (present or 'etemal' objectivity) and focus rather on
determining, together, the usefulness of various vocabularies as ways of building a just
society (future-directed solidarity) 138. He captures this belief with his phrase 'achieving
our country', adopted from James Baldwin 139 as a way of describing the project of a
nation to 'forge a moral identity,140, rather than trying to 'get right' what it 'really is'.
Even if America has been (or still is) racist, imperialist, or militari st, we good liberal
democrats can still seek to 'achieve' for it an identity that is egalitarian, tolerant, and
hopeful. Our 'strong poets' conceive this identity; the rest of us go about 'achieving' it.
In this way, 21 st century America can 'achieve' itself just as could 1930s Germany, and
the Nazis did perhaps a better job of it than are contemporary American libera1s. The
notion of 'achievement' is independent of the nature of the vision we are trying to
achieve. Whatever our vision, we will achieve it only by getting as many people as
possible to participate actively in what Rorty calls the Conversation of Mankind 141 ,
meaning the continuous practice of reason-giving within our human communities.
Although Rorty hopes that we'll all read Whitman and Mill and set about the task
of building his liberal utopia, he is quick to point out that there is no reason in the world,
so to speak, why we shouldn't be Nazis. He provocatively states this point in the
introductory essay to his Consequences of Pragmatism, 'Pragmatism and Philosophy'. A
post-Philosophical culture, he admits, 'seems morally humiliating':
'when the secret police come, when the torturers violate the innocent, there is
nothing to be said to them of the form "There is something within you that you
are betraying. Though you embody the practices of a totalitarian society that will
endure forever, there is something beyond those practices that condemns you." ...
[This] sense that there is nothing deep down inside us except for what we have
put there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating

For a succinct presentation of Rorty's vie of the relation of solidarity and objectivity see his essay
'Solidarity or Objectivity' (1984b).
139 Rorty 1998, Achieving Our Country, p. 13.
140 Ibid.
141 A term appropriated by Rorty from Michael Oakeshott. See (Rorty 2006) Take Care ofFreedom and
Truth Will Take Care ofltself, p. xix.
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a practice, no standard of rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no
rigorous argumentation that is not obedience to our conventions ... is hard to live
with,142.
In this same place, Rorty quotes Sartre, who writes:
'Tomorrow, after my death, certain people may decide to establish fascism, and
the others may be cowardly or miserable enough to let them get away with it. At
that moment, fascism will be the truth of man, and so much the worse for us. In
reality, things will be as much as man has decided they are' 143
For Rorty, there is no 'human essence' we can evoke against the torturers or the fascists,
any more than we can publicly argue for anti-sodomy laws by invoking God's commando

2.4 From vertical to horizontal ethics
Rorty doesn't believe, however, that this rejection of trans-human criteria ties our
hands. AlI we ever do anyway is give reasons why a certain practice is undesirable. So,
Rorty thinks we can reduce the vertical, 'etemal', qualitative differences implied by the
old metaphysical dualisms - good and evil, say, as ontically distinct - to a horizontal,
merely-human, quantitative difference, which translates 'good' to mean 'useful', and
'evil' to mean 'highly un-useful'. He thinks we can reduce most every moral distinction
in this way.
Justice, for instance, can be understood as simplya 'larger 10yalty,144. Usually
'justice' is understood as a univers al principle, whereas 'loyalty' is seen as more
parochial; we fight for 'justice' for all mankind, but feel a sense of loyalty only to our
immediate family and friends. For Rorty, this looks like a distinction without a
(qualitative) difference: why can't we understand the project of achieving 'justice for alI'
as the effort to extend the horizon of our sense ofloyalty to include as many of our fellow
human beings as possible, rather than the project of trying to reflect, in our social
structures, what a 'truly just' society would look like? What is lost, he wants to know,
when we redescribe the distinction in this way?

Rorty (1987) 'Pragmatism and Philosophy' , p. 60.
Ibid.; Rorty is citing Sartre's L'Existentialisme est un humanisme (Paris: Nagel, 1946), pp. 53-54.
144 Rorty 2001a, 'Justice as a Larger Loyalty'.
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In the same way, Rorty would like to follow Dewey in redescribing morality as
simplyan emphatic form of prudence l45 . If we declare sorne practice to be 'good', in a
moral sense, how is this different, in practice, from saying, 'in most any situation it
would be very prudent to do this'? Or how is declaring something 'bad' different than the
claim that 'we can't easily think of a reason why this practice would be desirable'? To
invoke 'morality' as distinct from mere prudence, Rorty thinks, is to dress up our
(probably quite valid and wise) prudential claims in a metaphysical cloak. This is
equivalent to congratulating sorne winning knowledge-claim for corresponding so weU to
'the fact of the matter', and Rorty thinks we don't need this kind of metaphysical selfcelebration. Our society could be a good deal more democratic, in fact, if, following
Dewey, we were to crawl out from our 'nest of metaphysical dualisms,146 and come to
understand 'true', 'just', and 'moral' as simply adjectives describing claims which, like
natural scientific laws, have proven themselves to 'work' most all ofthe time.
In broader terms, Rorty wants to distinguish what he calls the 'philosophical
Enlightenment' - aU the metaphysical undergrowth about Ruman Nature and Justice and
the like - from the 'political Enlightenment' - which he sees as offering by far the most
promising social vision we human beings have yet produced l47 . We can, he thinks,
uphold this political vision on purely pragmatic grounds: it has proven the least cruel, and
the most useful in extending our loyalties. If you disagree that the prevention of cruelty
and the extension of our loyalties are desirable goals, then Rorty won't have anything to
say to you of the form, 'but look at Ruman Nature; look at the requirements of Justice' he can only engage in the rhetorical project of offering reasons why being anti-cruelty
and pro-Ioyalty will work better in building a good society.
And what constitutes a good society? Rere we find ourselves in the midst of the
Conversation of Mankind, with no privileged vantage from which to trump our
interlocutors' arguments by reference to sorne foundation. l will give reasons that seem
good to me, and he will give those which seem good to him, but for Rorty this is not
solipsism or paralytic relativism. Together, as a result ofthe conversation itself, you and l
can tease out, more and more, the differences between us, and, accepting these, work to
Rorty 1999, 'Ethics without Princip les , , pp. 72f.
See n. 114.
147 Rorty 2001 b, 'The Continuity between the Enlightenment and "Postmodernism'''.
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build (contingent) platforms of mutual understanding from which we can launch shared
action. The evolutionary progress of this conversation through history constitutes our
community' s 'achievement' of itself.

2.5 Objections
There are of course many possible objections to Rorty's position. l'U name three
here: Rorty's implied elitism, his ethnocentrism, and the radical ambiguity of his notion
of achievement.
Who gets to participate in the 'Conversation of Mankind'? Presumably only those
liberal ironists lucky enough to read Dewey and Proust, and mature enough to follow
them in rejecting a childish dependence upon an etemal realm. In short then, people like
Rorty. But what do we say to the poor, huddled masses of ignorant quasi-metaphysicians,
still holding naively to the divinity of Christ or the outmoded notion that sorne things
reallyare 'evil'? Presumably, we (the lucky elite) educate them by getting them to read
the same books we did, and inspiring them to put aside childish things (like 'the world').
For a thinker such as Rorty, so suspicious of anything smacking ofhierarchy, this picture
of an enlightened (intellectual) oligarchy benevolently condescending to lift up the
benighted masses looks oddly out of place.
A second complaint against Rorty is that his position is ethnocentric, the standard
of our own community being the only standard available to us. Yet, for Rorty, it is selfconsciously S0148. Based upon his belief in the inarbitrability of schemes, Rorty adopts a
position of 'Davidsonian charity'. Faced with a scheme, vocabulary or belief
fundamentally opposed to our own (Aztec human sacrifice, say), the best we can do is try
to 'make the best sense of [it] in what we understand as sense,149. If this is unsuccessful,
and if even after careful consideration the opposing view still looks simply wrong, then
that's the end of the matter. Conversation has been tried, and has failed; there is no transcultural court of appeal. To defend alien practices from a platform of 'multiculturalism' is
to fool ourselves - we do, after aU, continue to think the opposing view is both mad and
bad, and although casting the blinding light of 'diversity' on these differences may help
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us forget about them, it will not move us any further towards the building of a good
society. Having shom off reason (both theoretical and practical) as a means of
adjudication, Rorty is left with an oddly cartoonish 'good guys / bad guys' world picture.
A third complaint against Rorty is the ambiguity of his notion of 'achievement' .
Nazis can 'achieve' themselves, and so can good liberal democrats. To grant these two
achievements the same normative status in themselves may make theoretical sense given
Rorty's rejection of 'content', yet something in us cries out against this neutralization of
what seem clearly to be normatively different options. Can we really picture 'offering
reasons' to the Gestapo torturers? Or would we instinctively cry out an appeal something
to the effect that they are violating human nature, or that what they are doing is
profoundly, truly wrong in an extra-cultural sense? If Rorty's moral vision does reject the
possibility of making such an appeal - and it does - how seriously can we take it? Can
we, in other words, believe that our 'instinctive' urge to appeal to sorne trans-human
authority is simply the result of our having been enculturated into a Platonic, Christian
worldview, and that we can somehow re-educate our way out of it? Should we want to?
Will these instincts, call them 'moral realist urges', go away once we abandon the old
subject/object, reality/appearance, and etemal/contingent distinctions 1SO? Or are they
deeper than that? These questions are addressed by Taylor, to whom we now tum.

3. Taylor

As noted in the introduction to this chapter Taylor and Rorty are one in rejecting
what Taylor caUs 'moralities of obligation', meaning deontology, Benthamite
utilitarianism (at least), and Platonism 1S1 , yet they adopt this position for different
reasons. For Rorty the rejection means we can set aside ontology, and also any notion of
the Good or goods to which we are beholden. This leaves open a sort of commonsense
principle of utility (whereby we determine 'what works'), and so places Rorty closest to
utilitarianism, although he stops short of employing a calculus of pleasure and pain.
Taylor's rejection of 'moralities of obligation' follows from a precisely opposite
concem: namely, that a naturalism which refuses to talk about something 'more-than-
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hum an , willleave enormous blind-spots and inarticulacies in our account of the human
morallife. For our account to be adequate - that is, for it to allow us a maximal 'grasp'
which will he1p us to live moral lives - Taylor is convinced we need to allow for talk
about goods that are both independent of ourselves - realities to which we respond - and
diverse, meaning both numerous and qualitatively distinct.

Moralities of obligation such as deontology or utilitarianism, he believes, try to
cram the complexities of our moral experience into either a logical formula or a formaI
calculus, in both cases neglecting to consider, phenomenologically, that we do in fact
experience ourse1ves as responding to various goods in our moral lives. His complaint
here is essentially the same as his complaint against Enlightenment epistemology: the old
epistemology ignored both body and other in its picture of knowledge as first and
foremost linguistic or representational; moralities of obligation similarly ignore our
situatedness (this time on what Taylor calls a 'moral topography' 152) and our relationship
to goods outside ourselves, opting instead for a formaI method (either logic, or a calculus
of pleasure and pain) allegedly able universally to determine the good or the right in any
situation. For Taylor, a thinker loath to 'reduce complexity to single principles,153, this
just doesn't seem like enough.
So, he tries to stake out a middle ground between Kant and Bentham on the one
hand (an odd pair, to be sure), and someone like Iris Murdoch on the other (a thinker with
whom he does have many affinities I54 ). Unlike Murdoch, who caUs for a recovery of a
Platonic notion of one sovereign Good, Taylor thinks we' d do better to talk about
multiple, diverse goods, and, again invoking the importance of our embodiment, to see
ourse1ves as situated upon a 'moral topography' where we are more or less distant from
various goods. He further moderates his position by treating these goods as neither
whoUy independent of ourse1ves (Platonism) nor as mere impositions of human moral
meaning on the world (projectivism)155.
In outlining Taylor's views I will focus on three areas: (1) his notions of 'strong'
and 'weak' evaluation, and their constitutive relation to human agency, (2) his
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development of the concepts of moral frameworks, life goods, and hypergoods based
upon this initial phenomenological observation, and (3) his assertion of practical reason
as a means of adjudicating between our own views and those held by others differently
situated on this moral terrain.

3.1 Human Agency
It is difficult and perhaps oddly artificial to separate Taylor's epistemological

realism from his moral realism. In both cases his work is grounded upon what he sees as
unavoidable phenomenological insights about the distinctively human mode of being in
the world. He is close to Aristotle I56 in his conviction that our moral theory, like our
epistemological theory, should 'look sensible to ordinary persons'. An epistemology
which makes no theoretical room for checking our beliefs against the world (as when we
check to see whether a picture hangs crookedly on a wall IS7 ) seems to Taylor as
inadequate as a moral theory which makes no room for the notion that, in making
decisions that we usually think of as moral, we are responding to some reality
independent of ourselves.
For Taylor, our moral lives can't be made sense ofunless we allow for the notion
of 'goods', although, as noted ab ove, he doesn't think we can meaningfully talk about
these goods as existing wholly independently of ourselves, as though they would be
around were there no human beings to experience them. Abbey, in her commentary on
Taylor's work, draws a three-way distinction between what she calls strong realism
(goods as wholly independent), weak realism (affirming a need to talk about goods, yet
without asserting their real existence), and falsifiable realism 158 • Abbey classifies Taylor
as a falsifiable moral realist for his belief that, through articulating a phenomenological

Ibid.
157 Taylor 2003, 'Rorty and Philosophy', p. 170.
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account should not be read as merely 'offering a phenomenology of morallife ... simply describing the
way individuals experience their morallife [weak realism]' (ibid.), but rather as claiming that 'trom the
necessity of explaining morality in these realist terms ... we can infer the reality of these goods [falsifiable
realism]' (p. 28). This description of falsifiable realism seems to me close to White's assertion that we need
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account of our moral lives, we can develop a best account of our moral experience which
involves postulating the real existence of goods outside ourselves. Our account may be
shawn up as wrang, but, for now, it's the best we've got, and so we grant it a real,
'ontological significance' 159. This position is of a piece with Taylor's assertion of the
possibility of phenomenological objectivity in epistemology. Although we cannot treat
our (epistemological or moral) accounts as absolutely certain, there is no reason to selfimpose a radical skepticism, since we are, in fact, in contact with the phenomena we're
trying to account for.
Just as Taylor offers the notion of a 'tacit background' as a way to understand our
situation in the physical world, he develops the concept of 'strong evaluation' as a way to
understand our moral situation. In doing so, he builds upon Harry Frankfurt's distinction
between first- and second- order desires. '1 can be said to have a second-order desire',
Taylor explains, 'when 1 have a desire whose object is my having a certain (first-order)
desire' 160. So, if 1 desire to go to the gym, this is a first-order desire, which 1 share with
other animaIs; 1 simply feel like exercising. If, however, my desire to go to the gym is
motivated by a 'higher', overarching desire for physical health - perhaps even a
conviction that a healthy lifestyle is qualitatively superior (more laudable) than the
lifestyle of a coach-potato - then 1 can be understood as having a second-order des ire
(health) which causes me to will a certain (first-order) desire (i.e., going to the gym). On
certain days 1 will perhaps des ire not at an to go to the gym, yet, in those moments, my
second-order desire may inspire me to go anyway. Taylor sees this capacity to order our
immediate, first-order desires in accordance with 'higher' second-order desires as
uniquely human, and constitutive of our moral agency.
Taylor offers the notions of strong and weak evaluation as a way of talking about
our relationship with first- and second-order desires. Sticking to the ab ove example, we
can say that in deciding whether to go jogging at the gym or instead to take a dip in the
public pool, my decision-making is best characterized as weak evaluation. The options
are qualitatively indistinct (unless l'm a Marxist and see private gyms as too bourgeois,
which would, tellingly, be a different case); no second-order desire kicks in to judge
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between the two. In deciding, however, between going to the gym and, say, having that
fourth éclair, l very well might (though need not necessarily) look to a second-order
desire (health) in making my decision. In these latter types of cases, Taylor sees us as
engaging in strong evaluation.
From this platform it is a short step to asserting a language of 'goods' as the
vocabulary most able to make sense of our decision-making. Second-order desires are,
Taylor believes, best described as 'goods', and our moral lives are best explained as our
effort to balance, to choose between, and to situate ourselves relative to certain goods.
My desire for health is not simply another desire alongside éclair-eating and exercise.
Health is a good l may well value in such a way as to see its achievement as laudable and

better than the alternative of, say, over-eating or smoking heavily, which l see as 'bad,
base, ignoble, trivial, superficial, unworthy and so on,161. We are here talking not about
'value judgments' in the sense of attributing a higher value to health because it is more
pleasurable or beneficial than the alternative, whether in the short or long term. Our
relation to this good is 'deeper' than that, such that we see it as a criterion distinguishing
between two forms of life, one noble and one base. Our efforts to achieve or maintain a
healthy lifestyle are best explained, Taylor thinks, as an attempt to move 'closer' to a
healthy form of life, and to adopt it as a constitutive aspect of our self identity. This kind
of relation is guided by more than a calculus which shows the object of our desire to be
maximally pleasurable or beneficial.
The importance of including strong evaluation as a tool in explaining our
decision-making is made clearer by considering this constitutive nature of second-order
desires, which Taylor also calls 'constitutive goods,162 or 'hypergoods'. Whether we opt
for the gym or the pool - or the éclair - will not in itself affect our identity. The narrative
we've developed of our life will not take a radical turn. If, however, we move from a
radically unhealthy lifestyle, say, toward a healthy one, we may weIl be tempted to talk
about a 'new me'. A decisive change has occurred in our identity, and a sudden éclairbinge will get written into our narrative as a regression, a failure, or a 'falling back' into
the old lifestyle. This constitutive effect of our moral decisions is not so much denied as
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ignored by 'moralities of obligation', being obscured beneath a formaI method of
determining, universally, the right or the desirable.
A few darifications 163 conceming strong evaluation should be made before
moving on. First, Taylor is not daiming that every choice we make can be talked about as
a strong evaluation, or even that certain choices call inherently for strong evaluation. For
instance, if I take up smoking again after adopting a healthy lifestyle, I may or may not
treat this as a regression. There is nothing 'in' health or smoking which identifies them as
objects of strong evaluation. By adopting this language, however, it becomes possible to
treat my regression as a regression, and also allows for the possibility of self-deception.
Perhaps l'm telling myself that there's no regression here, when 'deep down' I do feel a
sense of loss. A moral vocabulary which indudes strong evaluation allows us to make
more sense of this complex dynamic.
Second, Taylor is not daiming that every strong evaluation we make is conscious.
We may or may not think of our decisions as being guided by a higher desire or good.
Taylor's only daim is that ifwe look honestly at our decision-making we will see that the
language of strong evaluation does help us make better sense of it, either in the moment
or retrospectively, than do either deontology or utilitarianism
Third, Taylor is daiming that our evaluation of certain first- and second-order
desires is strong, not the desires themselves. I may decide that collecting comic books is a
major 'good' for me, and go ahead to orient my life around their acquisition. In
describing this sort of case as a strong evaluation, Taylor would not daim that comic
books themselves bear any special intrinsic power. He would daim, however, that, in this
case and regardless of what others might think of it, comic book acquisition is acting for
me as a constitutive good.

3.2 Moralframeworks and articulation
Working from this premise that our moral lives are best understood as entailing
the strong and weak evaluation of life goods (first-order desires) and constitutive goods
(second-order desires), Taylor argues that our orientation relative to these goods can be
described as a situatedness within 'moral frameworks'. He defines a framework as 'a
163
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series of beliefs that gives overall shape and direction to a person' s values and moral
outlooks' 164. Religions provide these frameworks 'pre-packaged', so to speak, for their
adherents, as do secular ethics like Marxism, feminism, or environmentalism.
Moral frameworks orient us upon a 'moral terrain' (a metaphor for the whole
range ofvarious goods we could potentially adopt) just as our 'tacit background' orients
us upon a physical one. To be competent as a basketball player, say, entails our having a
habituaI understanding of the rules of the game. Our not having consciously to recall
these rules during every play makes it possible for us to play the game. In the same way,
being situated within a moral framework means that we have adopted certain goods or
modes of behaviour as second-nature, and do not need consciously to apply them to our
every decision. For us morally situated human beings, as for the athlete, this background
'sense' of how to live a morallife makes such a life possible. To exist independently of
any framework would be a kind of impainnent or chronic indecisiveness which doesn't
fit into our usual picture of even minimally integrated selfhood 165.
Taylor has described our occupation of frameworks in other tenns as an adoption
of a 'constellation' of goods (say, individualism, self-sufficiency, and courage) which
together guide us in evaluating and ordering our desires 166 • Elsewhere he describes our
frameworks as 'horizons' 167, in the sense that, from the standpoint of a certain
framework, the actions of those operating from within radically different frameworks
simply fail to make sense; they are not visible within the limits of our horizon. That we
might exp and our horizon is of course a possibility, but even then we would still be
'situated' within a certain (more expansive) framework. A 'view from nowhere'

IS

no

more possible for us than physical omnipresence.
Just as Taylor asserts the universality of strong evaluation as a constitutive feature
of human agency, he sees it as 'inescapable' that we should be oriented within sorne
framework. The question is not whether we are so situated, but how. Bentham, for
instance, in his vehement denial of the existence of trans-human goods, can be
Abbey 2000, p. 33.
See Taylor's discussion ofSartre's notion of radical choice, 1985a, pp. 26-35.
166 In Taylor 1994, 'Inwardness and the Culture of Modemity' , p. 90, Taylor de scribes the cultural view of
modemity as seeing the modem as offering a particular 'constellation' of such goods, which he contrasts
with an acultural view. This distinction is discussed in Chapter Three.
167 See Taylor's discussion of Gadamer's notion of a 'fusion of horizons' in inter-cultural conversations,
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understood as inhabiting a framework in which rationality and a kind of Enlightenment
non-conformism serve as strongly evaluated goods; they guide his decision-making in
such an obvious and pervasive way that his denial of constitutive goods can only be
called ironic. Even someone like Camus, who few would accuse, at first blush, of being
oriented toward much of anything, can be seen as developing a picture of a constitutive
good in his character Dr. Rieux in his novel The Plague. Rieux's constitutive good is 'the
demand he feels to respond to the ambient death and suffering with courage and
compassion but without illusions ... [inspired] by an image of the good humans can do in
an inherently meaningless world' 168. It is difficult to understand either Bentham or
Camus if we reject a language capable of articulating this 'deeper', strongly evaluative
character of their thought.
If we accept that the notion of moral frameworks is useful to our understanding of
the moral life, then how should we talk about these frameworks? Taylor employs two
concepts here: narratives, and articulation. In a move close to Rorty's (recall that both
emphasize the importance of poetry and art), Taylor develops an account of our identities
as constituted by narratives which we construct or create. These narratives allow us, as
Taylor puts it, to 'live a life', engaging ever more deeply in an effort to make sense of the
tums, major and minor, which we have taken, and of the changes to our identity we sense
these have entailed.
Taylor's concept of narrative is, in this sense, rather close to Rorty's notion of
redescription. Rorty also sees our identities as constituted by our self-descriptions
(though he would balk at this metaphysical way of stating the case), but declines to admit
the existence of any 'real' contours of our identity which might determine the adequacy
of our self-descriptions. For Rorty, an adequate self-description is a useful one. To calI it
'true' is a ceremonial pat on the back. For Taylor, in contrast, the development of a
narrative identity is best understood, following MacIntyre, as a 'quest' in which we move
progressively closer to a complete account of ourselves, even if this account is never
wholly certain or complete (not, at least, short of death). Taylor sees our articulation of
narratives as an effort to describe, phenomenologicalIy, the objective features of our
selves and our lives. There is plenty of room for self-remaking, but not for the radically
168

Abbey 2000, p. 48.

66

inventive, unlimited and wholly unencumbered re-description implied as a possibility by
Rorty.
Importantly, then, we articula te narratives rather than simply create them. Our
personal narratives are a direct response - more accurate, or less so - to the objective
features of our se1f-identity. The activity is more a 'finding' than a 'making', more
discernment than construction, although, in keeping with Taylor's conviction that any
such 'objective' account needs necessarily to be, as he puts it, 'indexed to a personal
vision', it is a bit ofboth.
Abbey identifies six functions of articulation in Taylor's thought l69 , which are
worth reproducing here: First, it deepens our understanding of our moral values by
showing what underpins them. We can better grasp what Bentham was after if we see
him as responding to a strongly evaluated good of rationality, or what Descartes was after
if we see his striving after reflexive se1f-c1arity as motivated by a desire to provide a solid
foundation able to arbitrate between the radical confessional differences ofhis time.
Second, it brings to light the various goods by which we live. By identifying
health as the constitutive, overarching good, 1 am better able to make sense of my various
first-order determinations by seeing them as oriented toward this second-order desire.
Furthermore, if conflicts arise between one and another of my strongly evaluated goods
(between the gym, say, and a desire to spend more time with my family), this kind of
language may help me to understand the complex dynamic at work and to make a better
decision.
Third, articulation increases the chances that we will engage with our neighbors in
rational debate about values. In a positivistic culture which treats values as wholly
subjective or arbitrary assignations 170 - or from a perspective like Rorty's, which treats an
our schemes, moral and otherwise, as, in the end, wholly optional - we may find
ourselves only weakly motivated to engaged in a reasoned arbitration of different views.
If, however, we understand aU human agents to be engaged in a project of articulating
and living out various strongly-evaluated goods, then we will be able to slip beneath the
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surface, tenninological differences, and to find (hopefully) common ground, in reason,
based on our common orientation toward certain goods.
Fourth, articulation provides a corrective to the 'self-enforced inarticulacy,171
about values characteristic of both moralities of obligation and naturalist anti-ontologies.
Rorty's pragmatism rejects the utility of a language of trans-hum an goods
(phenomenologically objective or otherwise) based upon an a priori rejection of any sort
of non-human realities. Goods, along with 'the world' have, for Rorty, been ruled out.
Taylor thinks this sort of ardent metaphysical asceticism can be accounted for only by
treating the motive for adopting it - a democratic desire to limit ourselves to wholly
human, never trans-human explanations - as itself a strongly evaluated good.
Fifth, articulation can help strengthen our commitment to the goods we articulate.
Naming our hypergood as 'health', for instance, and articulating both the defining
features of this good (say, self-control or 'balance') and the way in which we came to
adopt it, can make us adhere to the good even more deeply, and achieve it more
effectively. If, on sorne rainy day, my trip to the gym hangs in the balance, invoking my
'higher' good ofhealth may send me on my way.
Sixth, articulation allows us to engage in what Taylor calls an 'immanent critique'
of our position, by which we can reconfigure our understanding of our relation to a
certain good rather than feeling we have to drop it altogether. Taylor provides a rather
grand case of this sort of critique in his account of what he calls the 'immanent counterEnlightenment' 172. Identifying the work of Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Bataille, Baudelaire
and de Sade as the dearest examples of this critique (he might also have induded
Heidegger and various members of the Frankfurt school), Taylor argues that, although
their work leveled powerful criticisms of the Enlightenment, it nonetheless remained
within the same 'dialectical universe' as the philosophes, and retained a commitment to
many of the same goods, differently articulated. Taylor's argument for this daim is
examined in Chapter Three.
By articulating the features of our 'moral framework', then, and developing
narrative accounts of how we came to inhabit that framework, we can gain a more
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Taylor 1995, p. 153.
Taylor 2001, 'The Immanent Counter-Enlightenment', p. 394f.
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perspicuous view of our moral lives than is possible on the deontological, utilitarian or
pragmatist construals. Beyond this, Taylor also believes that this approach opens the way
to an arbitration in (practical) reason between various positions in a way that is not
possible from within these currently dominant construals.

3.3 Practical Reason

Taylor's argument in favor of practical reason as a means to arbitrate between
various viewpoints in the human sciences is similar in form to his case against
mediational epistemology. Just as the treatment of knowledge by the epistemological
picture as first and foremost a matter of representation has obscured broad swathes of our
activity as knowers, the dominance of what Taylor caUs 'instrumental rationality' has
given rise to a common perception that rational arbitration is primarily a matter of
theoretical synthesis or the application of sorne extemal criteria to both positions. Taylor
sees this distortive tum as resulting from an unwarranted extension of natural scientific
methodologies into the human sciences, of which something should be said here.
One of the most important implications of Taylor's work is that, if we take
seriously his contact realism, and understanding ofhuman agency as being constituted by
strongly-evaluated goods, we cannot seriously proceed with the reduction of human
scientific methodology (in psychology, history, political economy, ethics, etc. - broadly,
the geistesswissenschaften) to that of the natural sciences (the naturswissenschaften)173.
The objects of each of these sciences are, for Taylor, irreducibly different. The
methodological individualism undergirding rational choice theory, say, which treats
human persons and societies as basicaUy what the Enlightenment said they were disengaged, punctual, atomistic - is simply wrong; persons and human societies cannot
be reduced in that way without severe distortion. Because human persons are selfinterpreting animals 174 , their identities being constituted by their self-interpretations, a
univers al methodology which runs roughshod over these interpretations will give us a
flat, inadequate picture of its object of study - human persons.
173 Taylor's robust distinction between the natural and human sciences (first developed comprehensively in
his essay 'Interpretation and the Sciences of Man' [1985b, pp. 15-57]) places Taylor squarely in opposition
to thinkers like E. O. Wilson who seek 'consilience' ofnatural and social scientific methodologies (Wilson
1998).
174 Taylor 1985b, 'Interpretation and the Sciences of Man', p. 26.
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For Taylor, the Enlightenment tendency towards an instrumental rationality is
tightly bound together with this picture of an ideally disengaged, punctual subject, his
critique of which was discussed in Chapter One. Rationality is, here, a univers al
theoretical criterion which we disengaged subjects 'employ', as we would a tool, to
arbitrate between various positions. The implied 'picture' of the employing subject is
taken for granted. For Rorty, when we drop this picture of the stable subject, we must
also drop the notion of rationality as a univers al arbiter - a Tribunal of Reason - and
along with it any hope of arbitrating between schemes in a more-than-rhetorical way.
CharacteristicaIly, Taylor seeks a middle ground.
When we extend our horizons to allow for a different (engaged, situated,
dialogical) picture of the human person, as Taylor would like us to do, we open up, he
thinks, the possibility of practical reason as a means of deciding, in our debates with
others over moral or political questions, which position provides what he calls the 'best
account' of the interlocutors' shared situation. Taylor calls this the 'BA principle,175,
mentioned already above. Practical reason do es not aim at absolute certainty; it cannot do
so, given the fluid, ever-changing nature of the human viewpoints it seeks to arbitrate.
The conclusions it allows us to reach are, in this sense, provisional, 'contingent', and
falsifiable. However, they may also, if our examinations are rigorous, be the 'best
account' of our situation. We have every reason to accept these 'best accounts' as true,
and only skeptical, ex ante theoretical reasons to reject them as mere description.
How does practical reason work? In an essay on this topic entitled 'Explanation
and Practical Reason', Taylor describes practical reason as a 'reasoning in transitions' 176,
and as entailing the employment of self-consciously ad hominem 177 arguments. Debate
begins, then, 'from what the interlocutor is already committed to d78 and proceeds in an
effort 'not to disprove sorne radically opposed first premise ... but rather to show how the
policy [of our interlocutor] is unconscionable on premises which both si des accept, and

Taylor 1989, p. 58.
Taylor, 'Explanation and Practical Reason', 1995, p. 42-3.
177 Ibid., p. 37. Taylor contrasts the ad hominem approach against an 'apodictic' approach.
178 Ibid., p. 41.
175
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cannot but accept'. Its task, then, is to 'show up special pleas' 179. Taylor offers the
example of 'intellectual positions put forward to justify behavior like the Nazis' "
'[Nazi positions] never attack the ban on the murder of conspecifics frontally.
They are always full of special pleading: for instance, that their targets are not
really of the same species, or that they have committed truly terrible crimes which
calI for retaliation, or that they represent a mortal danger to others.'
The task of the Nazi's opponent is not to 'disprove' sorne first premise he sees as wrong
(in this case, 'killing people is no problem') but rather to 'show up the special pleas' by
demonstrating that, deep down, the Nazi does agree with him that killing people is
wrong, and could do a much better job of pursuing that good by dropping his de1usional
'exceptions' regarding the Jews, Roma, etc.
Making this argument - an argument in practical reason - doesn't require that we
convince our interlocutor to adopt sorne radically different first premise, or for him to
abandon 'his world' and enter 'ours'. It simply c1ears the way for him to better
understand how his own first premise is being betrayed by faulty reasoning down the
line. The predominance of a conception of rationality as primarily instrumental has
blinded us to the frequency with which we do in fact 'reason in transitions' in this way by
unearthing first premises common to both parties.

Taylor does not think that aIl our disagreements can be resolved by practical
reason, nor even that aIl arguments which could be resolved in this way will be. It is very
possible, he admits, that our interlocutor' s first premises will be too radically different
from our own, due to culture or background or whatever else 180 . In proposing a retum to
practical reason, Taylor is only suggesting that we redress the balance today tipped so in
favor of an instrumental approach. He sees no reason why Rorty should fee1 able to
determine a priori the in-principle inarbitrability of vocabularies, any more than the
employer of an instrumental rationality can announce the in-principle arbitrability of aIl
views. Sorne views will be arbitrable in reason (if the debaters first premises are not too

Ibid., p. 36.
Ibid., p. 55. Taylor writes 'Naturally none of the above [discussion ofpractical reason] shows that aIl
practical disputes are arbitrable in reason ... [a]nd yet 1 want to argue that these considerations ... show
that we shouldn't give up on reason too early.'
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radically different) and sorne will not, but there can be no blanket determination of this in
advance.
One position Taylor stands firmly against is the Davidsonian 'principle of
charity'. As discussed ab ove, Rorty follows Davidson in seeing this principle as basically
the best we can do without 'c1imbing out of our skins' (i.e., our own culturally-bound
vocabularies and understandings) either to adopt sorne univers al, neutral position outside
of any 'skin', or else to c1imb uncritically into our interlocutor's 'skin'. Neither of these
options, he thinks, is possible, and Taylor would agree. Yet, as Taylor maintains in one of
his favorite examples, '[ s]omewhere along the line, you need sorne place in your
ontology for something like "the Aztec way of seeing things" in contrast to "our way of
seeing things"; in short, something like the scheme-content distinction. To fail to make
this distinction can be, literally, lethal' 181. If one follows Rorty in rejecting both this
distinction and any talk about ontology, the danger, Taylor seems to suggest, is that
Rorty's seemingly benign 'bourgeois liberal' ethnocentrism could easily be transformed
into a more deadly variety.

4. Conclusion

Let us return to the question posed at the beginning of this chapter: namely,
should poetry be seen as 'a means of arranging the order of our internaI lives by making a
harmonious pattern of extremely complex attitudes'? If so, is its effectiveness due to its
edificatory quality? or because it leads us to epiphany? That is, must our best account of

human moral decision-making allow for the possibility oftrans-human goods, or not?
In Rorty's essay 'Taylor on Self-Celebration and Gratitude', cited in the
introduction, Rorty makes what seems to me a highly revealing statement about Taylor's
view, worth quoting at length. He writes:

'So, in the end, the tension Taylor sees is ... between a sense that we are alone
and a sense that we are not. This is the tension which Dewey, in "The Human
Abode" (the final chapter in his A Common Faith) tried to resolve by speaking of
"the continuing life ofthis comprehensive community ofbeings." Dewey thought
that once the subject-object way of thinking faded out, so would the sense of
awful and magnificent solitude which ensued upon the death of God, and so
181
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would any temptation to arrogant self-celebration. Taylor doubts this, and he may
be right' 182.
This passage cornes within two paragraphs of the end of Rorty's essay, and he
unfortunately does little to develop this concession. Yet its implications may be c1ear in
light of his recent work. Jason Boffetti, in an essay on Rorty's recent description of his
pragmatism as a 'romantic polytheism', charges that Rorty, who had long ago given up
the project of 'holding reality and justice in a single vision', has readopted this quest by
presenting his vision of a liberal utopia as, in the words of another commentator, a kind
of 'secular eschatology' 183. Reality and justice may no longer bear a necessary theoretical
relation, but, for Rorty, have come to be united in practice as what another commentator,
Jon Levisohn, has called the 'ethical foundation' 184 ofhis liberal project.
l propose that the roots of Rorty' s redescription of his pragmatism as a kind of
secular faith are present in his concession to Taylor in the passage above. If Dewey was
indeed mistaken in believing that the fading of subject-object thinking would bring with
it an end to our sense of 'magnificent solitude' and 'temptation to arrogant selfcelebration', then what might actually bring the end of these things? Unwilling to follow
Taylor in postulating ontologically real goods outside of ourselves, yet recognizing that
something more robust than an 'ironie liberalism' may be necessary to address our
society's 'malaises', Rorty has sought to present his pragmatist philosophy and
Enlightenment political beliefs as constituting a new secular faith (romantic polytheism)
which he hopes will replace Christianity as the new American civil religion.
Examination of this move is the subject of Chapter Three. Here, however, one
more point should be made concerning why Rorty may see the move as necessary. Earlier
in the same essay, Rorty seems to take seriously an objection he believes Taylor might
make against his belief that poetic edification, and not epiphany, is enough to power and
order our moral lives. He writes:
'[For Taylor], The Social Democratie Future is just not enough to satisfy our
moral realist urges - that these urges require that a hypergood be at least as much
Rorty, 1994b, 'Taylor on Self-Celebration and Gratitude', p. 200. Myemphasis.
See Scott Holland's (2004) 'The Coming Only is Sacred: Self-Creation and Social Solidarity in Richard
Rorty' s Secular Eschatology'.
184 See Jon Levisohn's (1993) 'On Richard Rorty's Ethical Foundationalism'.
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found as it is made ... In short, he wants Heideggerian or Rilkean gratitude rather
than simply Deweyan of Whitmanian social hope. He wants to develop, rather
than discard, our intuitions "of the way the world is not simply an ensemble of
objects for our use, but makes a further claim on us'" 185.
These 'moral realist urges' are the same ones which compel us to decry a fouI against
human nature when the Gestapo cornes. Above, l've suggested that Rorty would like for
us to re-educate ourselves out of the old Platonic, metaphysical realist urges, yet it seems
less clear, from this passage at least, that he's ready to dismiss the importance of our
moral realist ones. A continued recognition of their importance does not necessarily call

us to deve1op, as Taylor does, a notion of 'moral frameworks', and Rorty would certainly
do no such thing. Yet the possibility seems to remain for Rorty that, given the frustration
hitherto of Dewey's hope for a general fading of solitude and arrogance along with
subject-object metaphysics, these urges may be more than mere enculturation; that they
may, in fact, be somehow genetically written into us. If so, then a failure to address them
would be, in a political sense, highly un-pragmatic.
Rorty's task, 1 propose, is to deve10p an alternative to traditional re1igious faith
which is able to empower and guide our realization of his utopia, and to elicit from us a
kind of faith-response, without slipping back into the metaphysical dualisms underlying
Christian theism. By producing new poetic visions of his liberal utopia (such as
Achieving Our Country) and new narratives of our societal progression past theism and

metaphysics (such as his essay 'The Decline of Redemptive Truth and the Rise of
Literary Culture', or his most recent collection of essays and interviews, Take Care of
Preedom and Truth Will Take Care ofItselj), Rorty has become, as one commentator puts

it, the 'prophet and poet ofthe new pragmatism,186.
Poetry, then, is for Rorty indeed sufficient to 'order our internaI lives', but calls
also for 'strong poets' 187 to lead the way. It is through poetry then, and not religion, that
Rorty can be seen to tackle the 'malaises' Taylor identifies: a loss of meaning, an eclipse
of ends in the face of instrumental reason, and a loss of freedom to face1ess social
185 Rorty, 1994b, 'Taylor on Self-Celebration and Gratitude', p. 200. He is citing Taylor in SS (1989), p.
513.
186 See David Hall's critical treatment ofRorty's thought in (1994) Richard Rorty: Prophet and Poet of the
New Pragmatism.
187 Rorty discusses Harold Bloom's notion of 'strong poets' in CIS (1989), pp. 40-42.

74

bureaucratization. But is such a non-realist, non-theistic 'vision' sufficient? Before
considering that question in the conclusion let us examine Rorty's and Taylor's thinking
on religion.

75

CHAPTER THREE - RELIGION
1. Introduction
1 would like to structure this chapter around a somewhat recasted version of the
question considered in Chapter Two. There, 1 asked whether, in trying to development a
maximally adequate account of OUf moral life, we should see poetic edification as
enough, or whether we need to recognize in sorne sense that poetry is effective because it
leads us to an epiphanic encounter with sorne transcendent reality. This tumed into an
investigation of what 1 called vertical and horizontal ethics. The question considered in
this chapter has been suggested already above: letting Rorty's notions of 'self-celebration'
and 'gratitude' take over from the parallel notions of art-as-edification and art-asepiphany, and shifting the emphasis from poetry to our response to it, 1 consider: is selfcelebration enough to power our efforts to build a good society and overcome the
malaises of our modem age? Or do we need to recognize the possibility, in either a
theistic of non-theistic sense, of a stance which allows for a sense of gratitude toward
'sources' independent of oUfselves? Recasting the question in this way brings us to a
consideration ofRorty's and Taylor's views ofreligious belief.
Rorty is an advocate of 'self-celebration', Taylor of the need for' gratitude', and,
as 1 made c1ear in the introduction to this paper, 1 believe that Taylor's position is stronger
here. Beyond this, as 1 argued in the last chapter, 1 believe that Rorty himself has (to
sorne extent) conceded this and, in his recent thought, come to 'hold reality and justice in
a single vision' by developing his vision of 'romantic polytheism' in a way he had tried
to, and failed to, in his earlier years 188 • 1 will proceed in this chapter, as in the first two,
by examining first Rorty's, then Taylor's thought, followed by sorne analysis along with a
defense of these assertions.

2. Rorty
Rorty's position may be painted with a wide brush as a kind of 'transcendencephobia'. His critique of epistemology, portrait of the liberal ironist and vision of a
democratic 'liberal utopia' aIl militate against any notion that sorne more-than-human
188 This is essentially the argument of Jason Boffetti's essay 'How Richard Rorty Found Religion' (Boffetti
2004), on which 1 rely heavily in certain parts ofthis chapter.
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reality can dictate how we hum ans ought to live. This strikes one as a dramatic and
perhaps ultimate eventuation of Hume's is/ought distinction, and, politicalIy, of the
radical egalitarianism of the French revolution. Such a position predisposes Rorty against
any conception of religious belief stronger than something like Tillich' s account of our
'object ofultimate concem' 189 - which is to say, against most conceptions.
In outlining Rorty's thinking on religion 1'11 focus on three areas: (1) his notion of
a 'literary culture' as the ultimate stage in a quasi-positivistic narrative of maturity away
from religious belief, (2) his distinction between atheism and anticlericalism, and (3) his
recent case for the adoption of pragmatism (understood as what he calIs a 'romantic
polytheism') as the new civil religion of America.

2.1 The rise of literary culture
Rorty thinks the 'legitimate heir,190 of foundationalist philosophy will look a lot
like literary criticism, attracting people interested in developing new and creative redescriptions of the old philosophical canon. He characterizes this as the final stage in
what he calIs the' decline of redemptive truth' 191, which is an appropriate title for what l
will calI Rorty's 'narrative of maturity' away from religion (strong ontology) in the
direction of literature (anti-ontology).
In a 2002 essay, Rorty outlines a progression in the West through 'three stages'
since the Renaissance. '[I]ntellectuals of the West', he writes, have 'hoped for
redemption first from God, then from philosophy, and now from literature'. Religion
offered redemption through 'a new relation to a supremely powerful non-hum an person' ,
treating propositional beliefs (such as the articles of a creed) as important but secondary
to this relationship. Philosophy, in contrast, saw beliefs as 'of the essence', seeing
redemption as 'the acquisition of a set of beliefs which represent things in the one way
they realIy are.' Literature, finalIy, offers redemption 'through making the acquaintance

This is perhaps the central concept in Tillich's Dynamics ofFaith (Tillich 1957), introduced on pp. 8-12.
Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (New York: Harper & Row, 1958) p. 28. Cited in Guignon
1990, p. 650.
191 Rorty 2000b, 'The Decline ofRedemptive Truth and the Rise of Literary Culture'.
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of as great a variety of human beings as possible. Here again, as in religion, true belief
may be of little importance,192
This progression notably mirrors Comte's account of a three-part civilizational
progression from religion to philosophy to science l93 . Interestingly, both Comte and
Rorty see their final stage, science and literature respectively, as similar in function to
religion - for Rorty, human literary narratives can give structure and meaning to our
lives; for followers of Comte, a deep admiration for scientific knowledge and methods
led to the establishment of regular Sunday services, through the 1940s, of the Church of
Positivism194.
Rorty's narrative of Western maturity reflects the narrative he offers of his own
intellectual journey. In his autobiographical essay discussed in Chapter One, Rorty
describes how, starting from his childhood hankering for a synthesis of reality and
justice, he moved through Plato to Hegel and Proust, and from there to Dewey and
Heidegger and Derrida, finally authoring, in 1991, the book Contingency, Irony and
Solidarity in which he describes 'what intellectual life might look like if one could

manage to give up the Platonic attempt to hold reality and justice in a single vision' 195.
He doesn't rule out the possibility that, for certain people, reality and justice couid
coincide, 'as they do in those lucky Christians for whom the love of God and the love of
other human beings are inseparable, or revolutionaries who are moved by nothing save
the thought of social justice' 196. His point is that, although our accounts of the world and
our moral obligations might coincide in this way, there's nothing superior or necessary
about such a coincidence.
It is important to notice Rorty' s employment of narrative redescription here, what
ln

one place he calls geistesgeschichte l97 • In offering a story of our civilization's

maturity, Rorty does not see himself as making a philosophical argument, per se, any
more than his critique of truth-as-correspondence is offered as a philosophical argument.
Rather, his redescriptions are, in a favorite phrase which he takes up from Hegel, efforts
Ibid.
Sklair 1970.
194 Ibid.
195 Rorty 1999, p. 13.
196 Ibid.
197 Rorty 1984, 'The Historiography ofPhilosophy: Four Genres', pp. 56-61.
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to 'hold his time in thought' 198, or, with Wittgenstein, to 'try it this [new] way'. Seeing
himself as having broken out from the dialectical universe of the old reality/appearance
distinction, Rorty offers a description of our situation that he thinks will help us mature
past our 'realist urges' and substitute the (political) task of solidarity for the
(philosophical or theological) one of objectivity. The history of Western thought seems to
him to have manifested this sort of progression, and so Rorty offers his account as a
scheme for our consideration; a scheme which is wholly optional, but which he sees
nonetheless as the best one currently on offer.
Robert Brandom, an important contemporary pragmatist

III

his own right,

describes Rorty' s narrative of maturity in the following way:
'What Rorty takes to parallel authoritarian religion is the very idea that in
everyday and scientific investigation we submit to the standards constituted by the
things themselves ... Full human maturity would require us to acknowledge
authority only if the acknowledgment does not involve abasing ourselves before
something non-human. The only authority that meets this requirement is the
human consensus ... So Rorty's calI is to abandon the discourse, the vocabulary, of
objectivity, and work instead towards expanding human solidarity ... As Rorty
sees things, participating in the discourse of objectivity merely pro longs a
cultural and intellectual infantilism, and persuading people to renounce the
vocabulary of objectivity should facilitate the achievement of full human
maturity ,199.
The last part of this passage is revealing, l believe, of what Levisohn calls Rorty' s
'ethical foundationalism', which for Rorty, Levisohn writes, 'takes the place, or plays the
role, of a metaphysical foundation' 200. The role of a metaphysical foundation was, of
course, to ground a univers al critical reason capable of arbitrating between all possible
positions. In developing his narrative of maturity, it seems Rorty is trying to have this
(univers al critical) cake and eat it too (deny it metaphysical status). Yet it seems that
when this kind of 'useful narrative' of human maturity replaces critical reason as the lens
for interpreting other cultures, what we used to caU the 'white man's burden' transforms
into, simply, the 'intellectuals' burden'. The notion of progress implied by Rorty's
thought is no less linear or 'c1osed' than that implied by William Rostow's early theories
Rorty 1999, p. 11.
Cited in Taylor 2003, p. 178.
200 Levisohn 1994, p. 49.
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of modemization201 , only where Rostow talked about rationalization and development,
Rorty talks about narratives and 'achievement'.
Rorty' s thinking here may be understood, then, as a culmination of the political
project of the enlightenment, understood as the effort to cast light on the old (Scholastic,
religious) superstitions, and to achieve a fully secularized (adult, 'individuated') human
society. On this view, 'modemity' - insofar as it is useful at all to refer collectively to the
intellectual changes of the post-Renaissance period with this reified noun, and Rorty is
not sure it iS202 - has only one possible form: our own. There is no room for talk about
different kinds of modemities, nor for any notion of a truly 'modem' (enlightened)
civilization which retains a serious ontological commitment to the old patemalistic
(religious, metaphysical) picture.

2.2 Atheism and Anticlericalism

Rorty's critique of religion, then, is political, not philosophical, being 'founded'
upon his narrative of (personal and civilizational) maturity rather than a logical refutation
of God's existence. He, and, he believes, many intellectuals today, have followed
thinkers like Kuhn and Feyerabend in abandoning the view that 'science' has refuted
God, and come to prefer the self-description of 'religious unmusicality' to any strong,
epistemologically- or scientifically-grounded atheism203 . My being inspired by religious
narratives is just as idiosyncratic as, for instance, my (uncommon) ability to appreciate
Schoenberg. There is no normative, public significance in my ability or my failure to be
moved by religion, just as there is (certainly) none attached to my passion for
Schoenberg. Both are private loves. This is the negative statement of Rorty' s position.
The positive statement is this: Rorty, regardless of his agnosticism regarding the
truth of religious claims, does occupy a position of robust anti-clericalism. This is a
political view, 'not an epistemological or metaphysical one,204, meaning simply that
201 W. W. Rostow, in Chapter Two ofhis 1960 book The Stages ofEconomie Growth: A Non-Communist
Manifesto (pp., 4-16), outlines five 'stages' of growth: the traditional society, the pre conditions for take-off,
the take-off, the drive to maturity, and the age of high mass-consumption. Rostow' s model was influential
in the area of international development - and especiaUy in international organizations like the W orld Bank
- during the 1960s and '70s, but feU out offavor during the 1990s.
202 See Rorty's (2001d) talk on Robert Pippin's book Henry James and Modern Moral Life.
203 Rorty 2005, 'Anticlericalism and Atheism', p. 38.
204 Ibid., p. 39
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'ecc1esial institutions can be dangerous to the health of democratic societies,205. Why
dangerous? Because they perpetuate the 'brood and nest of dualisms', specifically ones
like the etemal and temporal, or the sacred and the profane, which prevent a society from
becoming truly egalitarian206 . Rorty has expressed sympathy with Diderot's conviction
that 'the last king should be strangled with the entrails of the last priest ... [e]ven though
sorne of [Rorty's] best friends are priests,207.
Religion is fine, then, as a component part of our private, self-creative projects,
but it needs emphatically to remain private. 'The epistemic arena,' Rorty writes, 'is a
public space, a space from which religion can and should retreat,208. 'Epistemic arena',
here, might be taken to mean 'the space of reasons' in Sellars' sense, or, writes Rorty
invoking Brandom, the public space in which we play 'the game of giving and asking for
reasons'. Rorty continues,
'to say that religion should be privatized is to say that religious people are
entitled, for certain purposes, to opt out of this game. They are entitled to
disconnect their assertions from the network of socially accepted inferences that
provide justifications for making these assertions and draw practical
consequences from having made them,209.
For Rorty, perhaps the only 'sin' we human beings can commit is, in conversation with
our fellows, to make appeal to sorne non-human authority as a justification for our own
positions21O . Yet this is a sin against solidarity, not objectivity.
Rorty does, however, make sorne room for 'a theist who wants to make his private
religious beliefs public1y relevant'211. If, he writes, the theist is willing 'to get along
Ibid.
See my discussion of Dewey's connection between metaphysical dualisms and social class above, in n.
114.
207 Boffetti 2004, p.
208 Rorty 2005, p. 42.
209 Ibid., p. 43. My emphasis.
210 See Rorty's 1994 essay 'Religion as a Conversation-Stopper' (1999, pp. 168-174), in which he writes
that to say one holds a political position because it is required by one's understanding of God's will is as
'likely to end a conversation' as is 'telling the group, "1 would never have an abortion" or, "reading
pomography is about the only pleasure 1 get out oflife these days." In these examples, as in [the first
example], the ensuing silence masks the group's inclination to say "So what? We weren't discussing your
private life; we were discussing public policy. Don't bother us with matters that are not our concem'. This
essay, written in response to Stephen Carter's book The Culture ofDisbelief How Ameriean Polities
Trivializes Religious Devotion (New York: Anchor Books, 1994), was challenged by Nicholas Wolterstorff
in his 2003 essay 'An Engagement with Rorty', which is discussed in the conclusion of this paper.
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without personal immortality, providential interventions, the efficacy of sacraments, the
Virgin Birth, the Risen Christ, the Covenant of Abraham, the authority of the Koran, and
a lot of other things which many theists are loath to do without'212, then their beliefs may
be considered as candidates for inclusion in 'the [public] network of socially accepted
inferences'. Such a 'demythologized religion' poses no more threat to our public
conversability than does a preference for Wordsworth or for Cummings.

2.3 Romantic polytheism

For Rorty, exchanging objectivity for solidarity means choosing to measure our
shared present against a 'liberal utopian' future, rather than against a (non-human) divine
or metaphysical order. As noted in Chapter Two, he sees this project as being motivated
by 'social hope', the contours ofwhich are defined by our readings of, and conversations
about, the great 'poems' (literary works, stories, and art, broadly understood) which make
up our culture. Importantly, Rorty sees this social hope as no less powerful a motivation
than Taylor's moral sources. Our adoption of it as a 'means of arranging the order of our
internai lives' is no less than a decision to treat democracy, with Dewey, as 'a metaphysic
of the relation of man and his experience of nature,213. Although Rorty would perhaps
object to Dewey's terminology here, it seems clear that he has come to understand his
pragmatism as an alternative, secular faith which he would like to see usurp the role
currently played by Christian theism in his country, America. He calls this new faith
variously 'the religion of democracy', 'romantic utilitarianism' or 'romantic polytheism'.
'Poetry', Rorty writes in his essay 'Pragmatism as Romantic Polytheism', 'cannot
be a substitute for a monotheistic religion', yet its substitution for religion can be
'usefully described as a return to polytheism,214, meaning 'the idea that there are diverse,
conflicting, but equally valuable forms of human life,215. This is not to claim, with
Taylor, that we might find ourselves hung up between two or more powerfully desirable
goods. Rather, following upon his rejection of the scheme-content distinction, it is to
suggest that ail schemes, all 'forms ofhuman life', be treated, in themselves, as 'equally
Boffetti 2004, p. 5.
Ibid.
213 Cited in Rorty 1999, p. 26.
214 Rorty 1998a, 'Pragmatism as Romantic Polytheism', p. 22.
215 Ibid., p. 23.
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valuable', and to hold that 'no actual or possible object of knowledge ... would permit
you to commensurate and rank aIl human needs,216. There is no possibility of a
'hypergood perspective', here.
Rorty presents five theses of what he calls a 'pragmatist philosophy of religion',
which, l believe, serve to define his romantic polytheism.
First, because the pragmatist (following James) sees our beliefs as 'habits of
action', he will see no need for them to hang together 'tightly' in a single worldview.
'[B]ecause the purposes served by action may blamelessly vary, so may the habits we
develop to serve those purposes,217. We no more need to synthesize our beliefs than we
do the tools in our workshop. Importantly, however, this does not rule out the possibility
of 'holding reality and justice in a single vision'. We may indeed possess such a vision
(for which the relation is poetic), yet we need not combine them in a single ontological or
metaphysical account (for which the relation is logical or necessary).
Second, the pragmatist 'drops the idea that sorne parts of culture fulfill our need
to know the truth and others fulfill lesser aims', leaving no meaningful distinction
between the 'will to truth' and the 'will to happiness'. Absent that distinction, we lose
also the difference between the cognitive and noncognitive, and the serious and
nonserious. The romantic polytheist will not see her secular faith as 'higher' or 'more
serious' than her other beliefs, but simply as a set ofbeliefs useful in a particular pursuit:
that ofhappiness, both individual and communal.
Third, pragmatism permits the distinction between 'projects of social cooperation
and projects of individual self-development' - between public and private - to take over
from the old cognitive/noncognitive and serious/nonserious distinctions. Natural science
and law are paradigmatic projects of social cooperation; romantic art and, Rorty suggests,
religion, are paradigmatic projects of individual self-development.
Fourth, the pragmatist rejection of truth as correspondence shows that '[i]t is
never an objection to a religious belief that there is no evidence for it. The only possible
objection to it can be that it intrudes an individual project into a social and cooperative
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project, and thereby offends against the teachings of [Mill's] On Liberty,218. Rorty's antic1ericalism, then, can be understood as an objection to monotheism's habituaI intrusion
into our 'cooperative projects'. Romantic polytheism, he believes, is less intrusive.
Fifth, the pragmatist sees any allegiance to 'something big, powerful, and
nonhuman' as 'a betrayal of the ideal of hum an fratemity that democracy inherits from
the Judeo-Christian re1igious tradition'; as an attempt, in other words, to 'circumvent the
process of achieving democratic consensus about how to maximize happiness,219. This
view underlies the pragmatist rejection of monotheism in favor of polytheism.
AlI this to say, then, that theism - or, say, re1igious faith generally - is not in itself
disreputable. Romantic polytheism is indeed a faith, a fact which is perhaps apparent in
Rorty's

admission

that

there

is

no

'inferential path

that

leads

from

the

antirepresentationalist view of truth and knowledge ... either to democracy [James and
Dewey] or antidemocracy [Nietzsche]'. He does suspect, however, that 'there is a
plausible inference from democratic convictions to such a[ n anti-representationalist
philosophical] view.,220 Our adoption of this 'religion of democracy' is a wholly
contingent, 'faith-based' jump towards a liberal utopian future, not a new 'fact of the
matter' about our identity or the world. We might just as faithfully jump towards fascism,
though Rorty hopes we won't.
The priests of romantic polytheism will be Bloom's 'strong poèts,221. They will
be 'to a secularized polytheism what the priests of a univers al church are to
monotheism,222. Unlike priests of the sacramental Christian churches however - and also
unlike modem 'priest-substitutes', metaphysicians and physicists - poets will never
'[purport] to tell you how things really are ... [and never] invoke the distinction between
the true world and the apparent world,223. They will not 'mediate'. They will never be
seen as the people who, unlike the rest of us, 'pay proper tribute to the authority of
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something "not ourselves,,,224. Perfection will, Rorty thinks, become 'a private
concem,225, its contours being determined only by our reading of our canon.
Like any good religion, romantic polytheism will have' denominations', of which,
according to Boffetti's treatment, Rorty foresees three: Christian churches which preach
the social gospel (and which have been sufficiently demythologized), the university, and
the fratemal community of American democracy itself. Among these perhaps the most
interesting, and the denomination with which Rorty has the most personal experience, is
the university. Rorty describes the task of the romantic polytheist professor as the
arrangement of things 'so that students who enter as bigoted, homophobic, religious
fundamentalists will leave college with views more like our own'. Such students, he
continues, 'are lucky to find themselves under the benevolent Herrschaft of people like
me, and to have escaped the grip of their frightening, vicious, dangerous parents'. Parents
ought to be forewamed that 'we [professors ] are going to go right on trying to discredit
you in the eyes of your children, trying to strip your fundamentalist religious community
of dignity, trying to make your views seem silly rather than discussable,226. There is little
irony in these statements, the absence of which calls to mind the deep, un-ironic
conviction with which Rorty defends his political position, regardless of whatever
'skeptical', purely philosophical irony he may enjoy in his Humean study.

3. Taylor
If Rorty's

position

IS

'transcendence-phobic',

Taylor's

is

addicted

to

transcendence on the one hand, to 'depth' on the other. As has been apparent in his
critiques of modem epistemology and moralities of obligation, Taylor believes that the
solutions to our social malaises will become clear only once we throw off the 'selfimposed inarticulacy' of these old pictures, as well as that implied by narratives of
maturity like that offered by Rorty, and take seriously the fact of our direct, epistemically
significant situatedness in both our physical and moral worlds, a recognition which will
open for us both the dimensions of transcendence and depth.
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In the presenting Taylor's understanding of re1igious belief l will focus on four
areas: (1) his description of the contemporary intellectual terrain as being divided
between Neo-Nietzscheans, secular humanists and believers, and his notion of 'closed
world structures' (CWSs), (2) his recent deve10pment of the idea of the 'modem moral
order', and arguments for its rootedness and continued relation to Christian theism, (3)
his understanding, more broadly, of modem secular civilization, and allowance for the
possibility of 'multiple modernities', including a 'Catholic modernity', and (4) his
identification of Christian theism as (perhaps) the only moral framework sufficient to
address our modem malaises, and deve10pment of a Heideggerian 'deep ecology' as
(possibly) a non-theistic alternative.

3.1 The intellectual terrain and CWSs
One of Taylor's major preoccupations in recent years, and the subject ofhis 1998
Gifford Lectures, has been to understand and account for the rise of modem secular
civilization. As he puts it in his recent essay 'Closed world structures' (2003), he is trying
to understand the 'remarkable historical fact' that, only a few centuries ago 'unbeliefwas
unthinkable [but now,] in sorne places, the reverse seems to be the case,227. What has
powered this massive shi ft?
To understand Taylor's thinking here one needs to understand his distinction
between what he calls 'cultural' and 'acultural' theories of modernity. Taylor employs
the term 'culture' in a way 'analogous to its use in anthropology', as a formation 'which
has a language and a set of practices which defines specifie understandings of
personhood, social relations, states of mind/soul, goods and bads, virtues and vices, and
the like,228. A cultural theory of modernity sees modernity as 'the rise of a new culture',
with new understandings of these things 'contrasted to all others'. An acultural theory
defines these transformations 'in terms of sorne culture-neutral operation'. For instance,
to claim that Darwin made honest religious belief impossible is to adopt an acultural
view. To claim that religious be1ief was transformed - transformed, even, into deistic or
atheistic (death of God) manifestations - is to adopt a cultural view.
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Taylor describes the fonner, acultural Vlew as a 'subtraction account', for its
understanding that modernity is best seen as a progressive wiping away of old, false
horizons (of religion, morality, metaphysics) leading us to a view of nature 'as it always
was anyway' before the 'accretion' of these now sloughed-off limitations229 . Taylor, in a
move similar to his critique of epistemology, rejects this approach, suggesting instead
'the possibility that Western modernity might be powered by its own positive visions of
the good, that is, by one constellation of such visions among available others, rather than
by the only viable set left after the old myths and legends have been exploded. ,230
For Taylor, then, the contemporary intellectual terrain is not best understood as
being divided between pusillanimous essentialists, metaphysicians and religious believers
on the one hand, lacking the maturity to drop the old paternalistic myths, and clear-seeing
'liberal ironists' on the other, secure enough to redescribe the world in whatever way
needed to achieve good societies. Instead, Taylor suggests that each of us inhabits sorne
'structure' - or, more commonly, several 'structures' - with 'structure' here meaning 'an
underlying picture which is only partly consciously entertained, but which controls the
way people think, argue, infer and make sense of things,231. Just as we interact with our
physical world against a tacit background of embodied competencies, so do we inhabit
our intellectual world from within a certain ideational framework which delimits our
understanding of the realm of possibility.
In his essay 'A Catholic Modernity?' Taylor identifies what seem to be three such
structures232 competing for attention in our contemporary north Atlantic societies: secular
humanism, neo-Nietzscheanism, and religious belief. This map is offered along with a
number of caveats: Taylor is not claiming that each of us inhabits any one of these to the
exclusion of the others - it is in fact far more common to inhabit sorne mixture of the
three233 . On the question of the limits of rationality, say, humanists will often find
themselves squared off against both neo-Nietzscheans and believers, the latter united in
their skepticism of 'instrumental rationality'. On the question of human rights, humanists
Taylor, 'Closed World Structures' 2003b, p. 60.
Ibid.
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and believers will often take up arms against a Nietzschean or HeideggerianiFoucauldian
anti-humanism234 . Taylor believes, however, that viewing the intellectual terrain through
something like this three-part scheme will yield a more nuanced account of our situation
than anything available to the more common, bi-polar subtraction views.
Taylor describes the emergence of these three structures by offering an historical
narrative of their emergence. Exclusive humanism, he believes, can be seen as having
arisen from within the same dialectical universe as Christian belief, and, in fact, as having
extended 'certain facets of Christian life further than they ever were taken or could have
been taken within Christendom,235. The emergence of modem secular civilization is best
understood, then, not so much as a dropping of the 'constellation' of goods peculiar to
Christianity, but rather as their radical expansion and universalization beyond
confessional boundaries, giving rise to the 'modem moral order'. The secular critique of
religion is, on this view, an immanent critique, not an inevitable result of certain scientific
discoveries. Taylor identifies 'an earthly - one might say earthy - critique of the
allegedly higher here, which was then transposed and used as a secular critique of
Christianity and, indeed, religion in general'. He continues:
Something of the same rhetorical stance adopted by the Reformers against monks
and nuns is taken up by secularists and unbelievers against Christian faith itself.
This [clerical path followed by monks and nuns] allegedly scorns the real,
sensual, earthly human good for sorne purely imaginary higher end, the pursuit of
which can lead only to the frustration of the real, earthly good and to suffering,
mortification, repression and so on. The motivations of those who espouse this
higher path are thus, indeed, suspect. Pride, elitism, and the desire to dominate
play a part in this story, too, along with fear and timidity,236
Taylor thinks that this immanent, secular critique of Christianity has left us in a
'post-revolutionary climate that [makes] Western modernity ... very inhospitable to the
transcendent' 237. AlI things allegedly 'more-than-human' - the kinds of things Rorty
rejects like hypergoods, things-in-selves, and God - are seen as actually inhibiting our
Ibid.
Ibid. Taylor's view here is very optimistic, and controversial. At p. 18 he writes, 'we have to agree that it
was this process [of immanent revoit against Christendom, giving rise to modern secularity,] that made
~ossible what we now recognize as a great advance of the practical penetration of the gospel in human life. '
36 Ibid., p. 23.
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ability to achieve a good society, whereas previously our proper relationship to these
things was seen as precisely the means of its achievement. Old-style religious belief is
seen as undervaluing ordinary, human, 'earthly' life in favor of sorne imaginary beyond.
The Reformation, and the deistic and secularist critiques which emerged in its wake, have
been founded upon, in an important phrase Taylor develops in his Sources of the Self, this
kind of 'affirmation of ordinary life,238.
Taylor identifies a danger to exclusive humanism which he describes as the
'immanent counter-Enlightenment' or 'revoit from within,239 the humanist position, and
which he sees as having arisen most forcefully from the work of Nietzsche. He describes
this 'neo-Nietzschean' world structure as a rebellion against 'the ide a that our highest
goal is to preserve and increase life, to prevent suffering. [It] rejects the egalitarianism
underlying the whole affirmation of ordinary life ... [and] wants to rehabilitate
destruction and chaos, the infliction of suffering and exploitation, as part of the life to be
affirmed'. Taylor continues:
'[For Nietzsche and the neo-Nietzscheans,] [l]ife properly understood also affirms
death and destruction. To pretend otherwise is to try to restrict it, tame it, hem it
in, deprive it of its highest manifestations, which are precisely what makes it
something you can say yes to,240.
Taylor names Nietzsche as the 'most influential proponent of this kind of view',
and also Baudelaire, Mallarme, Bataille, Foucault and Derrida. He could just as weIl have
named Adorno, Marcuse and other Marxist critics of 'bourgeois society', or many
Christian thinkers like Dorothy SoeIle241 and other liberation theologians who, although
they would reject many aspects of Nietzsche's account, develop a similar, quasiHeideggerian critique of the bourgeois 'commodification' of human life. This is another
example of the significant crossover amongst Taylor's three 'poles'.
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The neo-Nietzschean position remams, however, together with exclusive
humanism, 'within the modem affirmation oflife, in a sense,242. The definition of 'life' is
quite different - as different as the Apollonian is from the Dionysian in Nietzsche's Birth
of Tragedy - yet the eschewal of transcendent goods or 'sources' beyond the human
remains firmly implanted in both views. In this sense both positions can be described as
what Taylor calls 'closed world structures' (CWSs), or 'worlds from within which the
believing option seems strange and unjustifiable,243.
In the essay where he deve10ps this concept of CWSs most fully44 , Taylor
identifies three major CWSs present today: modem epistemology, various 'death of God'
accounts which see religious be1ief as impossible in the wake of scientific or moral
deve1opments, and what he calls the 'modem moral order', or the transmutation, since the
Reformation, of a providential, theological notion of the natural order into a wholly
immanent picture of the 'polite order' of civil society. These three CWSs are often
present in the exclusive humanist or neo-Nietzschean constellations, and undergird their
believability.
Taylor's account of the moral attraction of the epistemological picture has been
discussed in Chapter One. His treatment of the various 'death of God' accounts follows
basically his argument against an acultural view of modemity, and his suspicion of
narratives of maturity that dismiss religious belief as immature or outmoded. His notion
of the 'modern moral order' , however, requires further treatment.

3.2 The modern moral arder and Christian theism
In an interview following the September Il th attacks, Rorty asserted the
following:
'1 don't much care whether [certain aspects ofmy vision of a future liberal utopia]
are secularizations of the idea of divine justice or replacements for that idea. How
could one tell which they were? How could it matter? It' s certainly true that
Christianity softened Europe up for the idea of egalitarian democracy. But l
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suspect the idea would have emerged eventually even if we had all worshipped
Baal,245.
Taylor, in his effort to articulate the moral sources underlying the emergence in Europe
of the 'the idea of egalitarian democracy' - this being, broadly, what he calls the modem
moral order - has argued that Christianity did more than simply 'soften Europe up' for
this idea, but that in fact the idea itself is rooted in Christian notions of personhood and of
a providential order. Although Taylor has not commented specifically on Rorty's daim
here, one can reasonably suspect he would express doubt over whether the worship of
Baal could have eventuated in the same egalitarian vision.
In his most recent major work, Modern Social Imaginaries, Taylor tells a story of
the emergence of the modem order of 'polite society' from the perceived wreckage of a
theologically articulable, providentially conceived picture of a divinely ordained natural
order. This emergence can be understood, he argues, as the transformation of one 'social
imaginary' - the providential order - into another - the purely human, social order.
'Social imaginary' , here, can be related to an explicitly articulable worldview in the same
wayour 'tacit backgrounds' can be related to their schematic articulation. As Taylor puts
it,
'By social imaginary, l mean something much broader and deeper than the
intellectual schemes people may entertain when they think about social reality in a
disengaged mode. l am thinking, rather, of the ways people imagine their social
existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and
their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative
notions and images that underlie these expectations,246.
The account of this shift which Taylor offers in his Modern Social Imaginaries
sees the modem moral order as rooted in attempts during the Reformation and CounterReformation to build populations of artisans and peasants who were both productive and
moral. No longer would the most strict practice of the Christian vision be the
responsibility only of 'virtuosos' - monks, nuns, or other religious. The calI to holiness
would be for all people. The elite, formerly understood as the secular or religious leaders
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who lived 'closer' to the truth and who were thus higher in a social order understood to
mirror a transcendent co smic hierarchy, came to be characterized instead by their
adherence to the dictates of a (wholly immanent) polite order of civil society. The
achievement of this secular order produced social harmony not because it corresponded
to a 'great chain ofbeing,247, but simply because it was (pragmaticaIly) efficacious.
Since the seventeenth century, Taylor writes, there have been attempts 'to make
over aIl classes of society through [these] new forms of discipline - economic, military,
religious [and] moral' .
'The transformation was powered both by the aspiration to a more complete
religious reform, both Protestant and Catholic, and by the ambitions of states to
achieve more military power and hence, as a necessary condition, a more
productive economy. lndeed these two programs were often interwoven;
reforming governments saw religion as a very good source of discipline and
churches as handy instruments, and many reli&ious reformers saw ordered social
life as the essential expression of conversion' 24 .
Pre-Reformation Christianity in Europe had been marked in many places by annual
Camivals or 'feasts of misrule', festivals which often entailed the absurd as cent (for a
day) of 'boy Bishops' and always included activities which many Reformers (Calvin and
Erasmus alike) perceived as rankly immoral. These popular festivals had been seen as a
normal release from, and temporary suspension of, an order which everyone agreed was
not only natural but providential, and within which most everyone was prepared willingly
to take their place. With the emergence of the moral order of polite society however - so
closely tied to a nation's political, economic and military power - such festivals began to
seem 'utterly condemnable and also, in one sense, profoundly di sturbing ' 249. The
identificàtion ofthe providential order with the social order left no room for 'release' or a
'temporary suspension' .
Attempts to 'escape' from this order through its suspension, or through sorne
clerical transcendence of it, came to be looked upon with suspicion. The (immanent,
social) moral order, previously understood as a means of ascending beyond the merely
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natural to enjoy a vision of the God beyond, came to be seen as an end it itself, 'the goal
of our constructive activity' 250. The responsible, virtuous aim was not to transcend the
order but to live in harmony with it, which would lead to social prosperity just as surely
as adherence to Newton's laws would yield technological progress. An important
attraction of this view was the same as that which motivated Descartes: revelation was
not a necessary foundation; reason alone was sufficient. In the wake of the sixteenth
century' s bloody religious conflicts this seemed a more stable platform upon which to
base a society.
An analogous image helpful to understanding this shift is perhaps Karl Polanyi's
notion of a 'market society', developed in his 1944 book The Great Transformation 251 •
Before the industrial revolution, Polanyi argues, most societies' economic markets had
been embedded within the society, their function being to help individuals achieve
market-independent social 'goods'. Yet with the spread of capitalism, this relation began
to be inverted: social structures, and the 'goods' people sought, came to be embedded
within the market. The market, previously a means to a higher end, came to be treated as

an end in itself, giving rise to modem consumerism and (economic) materialism.
A similar shift, it seems, occurred in the relation between the providential order
and the social order. The polite order of civil society (analogous to the market in
Polanyi's account) had formerly been seen as embedded within, and reflective of, the
providential order, and as useful in the achievement of this 'higher' end. Yet as part of
the shift Taylor describes, this social order took over the (normative) role of the
providential order, transforming theology and metaphysics into ('mere') poetry, useful in
the quasi-economic project of ordering one's inner life, but no longer seen as reflective of
a field of higher ends. Such is, 1 believe, a possible way of understanding Taylor's
account.

3.3 Secularity, and a Catholic modernity

An important conclusion to be drawn from this narrative is that modem secularity
in its European variety may be best understood as a cultural mutation of the means by
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which societies sought to realize the goods underlying Christian theism, and not as a
result of the outmoding of theism (or its constellation of goods) by natural science. This
is significant, as it leaves open the possibility that other (perhaps non-European)
modemities might achieve the goods sought by the European moral order (economic and
military power, social order) without 'maturing past' their religious beliefs. The modem
'package,252 offered by the European experience, then, could be constituted differently.
For Taylor, secularism is not the only path open to 'modem' societies (i.e., those
characterized by a bureaucratie state, market economy, and scientific and technological
development253 ).
In the final chapter of Modern Social Imaginaries, Taylor, following Dipesh
Chakrabarty, cites the need 'to set about "provincializing Europe"'. He explains:
This means that we get over seeing modemity as a single progress [of 'maturity' ,
say,] of which Europe is the paradigm, and that we understand the European
model as the first, certainly, as the object of sorne creative imitation, naturally, but
as, at the end of the day, one mode1 among many, a province of the multiform
world we hope (a little against hope) will emerge in order and peace.,254
This vision, Taylor seems to suggest, applies not only to regionally diverse modemities say Indian or African modemities - but also suggests the possibility of multiple 'modem'
constellations within north Atlantic societies themse1ves.
For Taylor, an important possibility here is of a 'Catholic modemity', which he
contrasts with a 'modem Catholicism'. Such is the force of the adjective 'modem' in our
culture, he suspects, that 'one might immediately get the sense [from the term 'modem
Catholicism'] that the object of [Taylor's] search was a new, better, higher Catholicism,
meant to replace all those outmoded varieties that c1utter up our past,255. But this is not
his intention. 'The point is not', he writes,
'to be a "modem Catholic," ifby this we ... begin to see ourselves as the ultimate
"compleat Catholics," summing up and going beyond our less advantaged
ancestors ... Rather, the point is, taking our modem civilization for another of
those great cultural forms that have come and gone in human history, to see what
Taylor 1994, 'Inwardness and the Culture ofModernity', p. 92.
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it means to be a Christian here, to find our eventual voice in the eventual Catholic
chorus, to try to do for our time and place what Matteo Ricci was striving to do
four centuries ago in China,256.
By invoking Ricci - the Jesuit who attempted to syncretize Chinese ancestor
veneration with Catholic practice - Taylor is suggesting that we approach modemity as a
distinct cultural formation; that we 'take ourselves a distance from our time, feeling as
strange in it as [Ricci] felt as he was arriving in China,257 - and ask, 'what in the culture
represents a valid human difference, and what is incompatible with Christian faith?,258
Within modem secular culture, he writes, 'there are mingled together both authentic
developments of the gospel, of an incamational mode of life, and also a closing off to
God that negates the gospel,259.
The task for inhabitants of a Catholic modemity is to make these kinds of
discriminations, and to reject the ex ante, whole-cloth 'boosting' or 'knocking' of
secularity in general terms260 . As Taylor puts it, these inhabitants need to 'gradually find
[their] voice from within the achievements ofmodemity, measure the humbling degree to
which sorne of the most impressive extensions of a gospel ethic depended on a
breakaway from Christendom, and from within these gains try to make clearer to
[them]selves and others the tremendous dangers that arise within them,261. As in his
critique of modem epistemology, then, Taylor is opposed to any baby-and-bathwater
move - neither wholesale rejection nor uncritical embrace is appropriate. We need,
rather, to shine light on the deficiencies and weaknesses of this picture (epistemological,
or secularist) and suggest ways (from the standpoints of phenomenology, or Christian
theism) in which they could be remedied. In H. Richard Niebuhr's terminology, Taylor's
position would be classed as 'Christ transforming culture', not 'Christ against culture,262.
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3.4 The malaise of modernity, theism, and deep ecology

Isaiah Berlin, a professor of Taylor's at Oxford, saw fit to characterize his former
student as simply 'a Christian ... and a Hegelian,263. Little has been said so far about
Taylor's Catholicism, though many critics allege that beneath his alluring prose and
efforts to 'reach out to thinkers of all metaphysical and theological persuasions,264 lies a
'hidden God,265 undergirding the possibility ofhis 'hypergood perspective'. Taylor feeds
this claim near the end of his Sources of the Self, where he writes that 'as great as the
power of naturalist sources might be, the potential of a certain theistic perspective is
incomparably greater,266. The main point ofthat large book, he tells us, is to show how in
our culture 'we tend ... to stifle the spirit,,267 making for a need, he believes, to 'uncover
buried goods through rearticulation,268.
One of the goods Taylor would obviously like to 'uncover' is the God of Christian
theism, and for a reason: 'our age', he writes in 'A Catholic Modemity?', 'makes higher
demands for solidarity and benevolence on people today than ever before,269, but 'what
can power this philanthropie reform?,27o The idealism of an exclusive humanism is
laudable, he thinks, but also 'has a Janus face ... [such that when one is] faced with the
disappointments of actual human performance ... one experiences a growing sense of
anger and futility,271. Simply having the 'appropriate beliefs' about human nature or
justice may indeed be laudable, but it is not enough. Such right belief, alone, provides 'no
solution to these dilemmas'. So what is the 'way OUt'272?
'Christian spirituality', Taylor believes, 'points to one', conceivable as either 'a
love or compassion that is unconditional' or as a way 'based on what you are most
profoundly, a being in the image of God. ... [These] obviously amount to the same

White 1999, p. 43.
Taylor 1999, 'A Catholic Modemity?', p. 13.
265 See Timothy O'Hagan's 'Charles Taylor's Hidden God: AristotIe, Rawls, and religion through postmodemist eyes' (O'Hagan 1993).
266 Taylor 1989, Sources of the Self, p. 518.
267 Ibid., p. 519.
268 Ibid., p. 520.
269 Taylor 1999, 'A Catholic Modernity?', p. 31.
270 Ibid., p. 34. Myemphasis.
271 Ibid., p. 32.
272 Ibid., p. 35.
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thing,273. Even this 'cannot be a matter of guarantee, only of faith', but to the extent that
we're able to '[ overstep] the limits set in theory by exclusive humanisms' this sort of
love, Taylor believes, can be achieved.
For Taylor, then, the malaises he identifies as being caused by the inadequacies
and social effects of the epistemological picture can be addressed only if we are
'powered' by a source strong enough to help us tackle them. As discussed in Chapter
Two, Rorty thinks that 'poetry' and 'social hope' are sufficient in themselves, Taylor
thinks they are sufficient precisely insofar as they put us in touch with sorne 'deeper' or
'transcendent' source, and perhaps (though he admits this is a 'hunch,274) only insofar as
they point us toward God as our hypergood. The claims laid upon us by the modem
moral order are, after aIl, understood by Taylor as secularized, egalitarianized mutations
of the gospel ethic. What source other than the Christian God could be powerful enough
to enable our achievement ofthem?
Taylor does identify one other source which he seems to suspect may be capable
of eliciting an equally powerful, quasi-theistic sense of gratitude: what he calls
Heidegger's 'deep ecology'. At the end ofhis essay 'Heidegger, Language, and Ecology',
almost as an afterthought, Taylor writes that 'Heidegger's understanding oflanguage, its
telos, and the human essence can be the basis of an ecological politics, founded on
something deeper than instrumental calculation of the conditions of our survival,275. To
understand Taylor's meaning here one must recall Heidegger's claim that objects disclose
themselves to us always already, first and foremost, not as 'objects' but as 'things-in-theworld' which have a significance for us, and which demand that we acknowledge them as
having certain meanings. Taylor again: 'Take wildemess, for instance. It demands to be
disclosed as "earth", as other to "world" ... a purely technological stance, whereby we see
the rainforests as only a standing reserve for timber production, leaves no room for this
meaning.... It does violence to our essence as language beings,276.
Recall that Taylor sees human agency as constituted by our capacity for strong
evaluation. Another distinctive characteristic of human beings, for Taylor and for
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Heidegger, is our capacity as language-beings to grasp something as what it is, rather
than simply, as prelinguistic beings do (be they babies or dogs), 'reacting' to the things
around us. Language opens us to what Taylor caUs the 'semantic dimension,277; to the
possibility of a kind of 'rightness' in naming objects that is 'irreducible to success in
some extralinguistic task ... [i.e., our] [u]sing the right word involves identifying an
object as having the properties that justify using that word,278. Working this kind of trick
is possible only for us who inhabit the semantic dimension, and is irreducible to any
behaviorism.
Beyond this purely 'descriptive rightness' of which language-beings are capable,
the semantic dimension makes possible 'new kinds of relations' 279 both among languagebeings and between them and the world. For example, one might hit on just the right
word to articulate one' s feelings. Consider, Taylor suggests, 'my restoring the intimacy
between us by saying ''l'm sorry." This was "the right thing to say" because it restored
contact. But, at the same time, we can say that these words are efficacious precisely
because of what they mean. Irreducible rightness enters into the account here, because

what the words mean can't be defined by what they bring about,280. Language also opens
us to 'new sorts of footing that agents can stand on with each other, of intimacy and
distance, hierarchy and equality. Gregarious apes may have what we caU a "dominant
male," but only language beings can distinguish between leader, king, president and the
like,281.
The extent to which this notion of a Heideggerian deep ecology could serve as a
'moral source' above and beyond strictly environmental applications seems to me
unclear. We may indeed feel a demand from a forest, disclosed as ready-to-hand, that it
not be treated as standing reserve, but it might be too much to claim that relations
between ourselves and other language beings could be understood in this way. Insofar as
human identities are constituted by ever-changing self-interpretations, the 'disclosure' of
human beings as (particular, individual) 'persons' is far less stable than the disclosure of
wildemess as 'earth'. Yet the danger of objectifying persons is no less real than that of
Ibid., p.
Ibid., p.
279 Ibid., p.
280 Ibid., p.
281 Ibid., p.
277
278
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objectifying forests, and it does seem possible that this notion of deep ecology could be
extended to human relations, although Taylor himself makes no such daim.

4. Conclusion and analysis

Several notable similarities and differences seem apparent between Rorty's and
Taylor's views, and 1 will dose this chapter by considering them.
The first similarity is that neither Rorty nor Taylor see religious belief as having
been 'disproved' by science or technological progress. Although sorne literalist readings
of scriptural texts may have suffered this fate, the respectability of faith, generally, has
survived. Rorty, as discussed above, does develop a 'narrative of maturity', yet this is
offered as a narrative only - a geistesgeschichte - similar to positivistic accounts of
progress in its vision of three 'stages', but different insofar as the progression from one
'stage' to the next entails, for Rorty, the adoption of a new poetic narrative, and not, as
for Comte, a rational acceptance of the findings of science or reason. Rorty hopes, of
course, that we will accept his narrative - for the good of America - but nothing compels
us to do so. His argument against those with whom he disagrees (Christian
fundamentalists, say) will be a political, anticlerical argument 282 , not a metaphysical,
atheistic one.

This point has been made already above, but calls for comparison with Taylor's
view. Like Rorty, Taylor does not believe that our acceptance of a hypergood perspective
or adoption of Christian theism is required by reason or by these sources themselves.
Unlike Rorty, though, Taylor does identify certain 'inescapable questions' with which
human agents are always presented (grounded in the ontological structures of our beingin-the-world), and sees our movement through different ages or stages of our intellectual
history as having been determined by the changing ways in which we've sought to
address these questions. Furthermore, based on his account of schematic supersession,
Taylor is prepared to defend the daim that sorne of our accounts - of a Copemican
universe, say, or of the desirability of women's suffrage - are superior to our earlier
accounts, and that we've made genuine progress in sorne areas.
282 Above 1 implied that Rorty is taking issue especially with a mediational 'priesthood', yet his
anticlericalism seems directed against any religious or metaphysical hierarchy, a position which is
consistent with his rejection of the correspondence theory of truth.
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The second similarity is connected to the first: our adoption of either romantic
polytheism or Christian theism is seen by both Rorty and Taylor as acts offaith. They are
not 'required' by the world, or by science, or by their objects (being, for Rorty, the
human community; for Taylor, God or goods), and are not supported by an absolute
certainty once we do adopt them. As Rorty writes, his liberal utopia is 'just as much a
mystery as the Incarnation,283, and a mystery which he believes capable of eliciting a
sense of communal self-celebration just as powerful (meaning, able to inspire and guide
us) as Rilke's or Heidegger's 'gratitude'.
For Taylor too, of course, the adoption of Christian theism is a faith-based affair,
and yet, interestingly, Taylor does seem more willing to ground his faith in reason (at
least practical reason), to daim a weak certainty conceming its ontological daims, and
even, perhaps, a strong certainty conceming the existence of the goods (or God) to which
we are related. Above, l named Paul Tillich as one Christian with whom Rorty would get
along. Interestingly, Taylor's position seems dose to Tillich's in at least one sense: the
relevance and existence of the object of my ultimate concem is an existentially
(phenomenologicalIy) verifiable fact; the language which l develop to talk about the
features ofthat object and about my relation to it are, at best, 'contingent'284, 'weak', and
subject to revision.
Rorty' s adoption of Quinean holism, l argued in Chapter One, leaves him unable
to 'get outside his skin' - his culturally determined vocabulary - to gain any 'direct'
contact with the world itself. In this sense, it is as though Rorty subscribes to the second
half of Taylor's account of the object of ultimate concem (the contingent, linguistic part)
but, having rejected the possibility of epistemically significant contact with such an
object, denies himself the first half (the ontological, verifiable part). Indeed, Rorty's and
Taylor accounts are, short of the question of ontology, quite similar: both calI for a faith
response to a post-foundational world, both identify artistic and literary expression as a
primary modem vehide for the elicitation of such a response, both are aimed toward the
achievement of a certain eschatology (Rorty' s Social Democratie Utopia, Taylor's
Kingdom of God), and neither calls for a radical Kierkegaardian 'leap of faith' - for
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Rorty, our beliefs are justified by our language community, for Taylor, they are justified
by an unmediated contact with their objectes). Rorty and Taylor differ only in their
definitions of the realm of possible knowledge, Taylor drawing the line 'above' the
human, in a realm of the transcendent, and Rorty stopping at the strict upper boundary of
the (merely) human.
The major difference l want to discuss concems how each view plays out in the
public sphere, particularly in debates between theists and non-theists and in determining
the place of religious belief in modem societies. For Rorty, as noted ab ove, 'modemity'
may or may not be a useful notion. It is true that the beliefs held by intellectuals have
changed significantly since the 17th century, and that indeed we could usefully describe
this shift as characteristic of an 'age' distinct from the ancient and the medieval. Yet, here
as in aIl things, Rorty is suspicious of any effort to reify into an ontological or cultural
'formation' a situation which seems to him reducible, in its fundamentals, to a simple
change in the way intellectuais use words. On this view, there is nothing to 'explain'
about Taylor' s'massive shift' away from religious belief. We might construct a useful
narrative to account for it, much in the way Aesop crafted his fables, but there is no 'state
change' to account for, as would be required to explain, say, the freezing or evaporation
of a liquid. There is no reason to think that there is any 'object' (God, the transcendent) to
which we now bear a different kind of relationship.
Secularity then, for Rorty, is a word used to describe societies that give up the
effort to 'escape from time and chance', have 'privatized perfection', and have confined
metaphysical reflection to the private sphere. These are political changes, not ontological
ones. Religion, importantly, is understood as a set of beliefs exempted by society from
'the game of giving and asking for reasons'. It cannot be more than such series of beliefs
because, for Rorty, we have no epistemic access, in principle, to its allegedly 'higher'
objects. The possibility of religion understood as a relationship with God or sorne other
transcendent principle is unavailable to Rorty.
For Taylor, in his thinking on religion as weIl as morality, the most primordial
mode of human being necessarily involves relationship. A religion consisting only of
privately held, propositionally formulated beliefs, one imagines, would hardly qualify as
a religion in Taylor's sense. Just as in his epistemology and moral thinking, where he sees

101

our situation as explicable only by going 'deeper' than a purely naturalistlbehaviorist
explanation, so too, for him, is the 'massive shift' away from religious belief explicable
only as the transformation of our mode of relation to various goods and transcendent
realities, not simply a change ofvocabulary.
Whereas Rorty sees one possible 'modemity', then - one which by definition
entails a maturation past strong ontological religious belief - Taylor hopes for multiple
'modem' constellations, such as a 'Catholic modemity', which may weIl 'package' the
modemity-religion relationship differently. To this extent it is Rorty, not Taylor, who
seems to remain most in the thrall of the Enlightenment picture and its implied
philosophical anthropology. Although Rorty would argue that his advocacy of this picture
is purely idiosyncratic, political and, hence, optional, this daim seems vitiated by the fact
that the horizon of political possibility allowed for by his (philosophical) pragmatist
rejection of the transcendent seems unable to indude orthodox theism as anything other
than mad or bad. Whether a view that society has 'progressed' past religion is a result of
rational necessity or of poetic redescription will make little difference in real debates
between theists and liberal pragmatists. If anything, basing a rejection of theism on nonrational, political grounds would seem to make pragmatists less conversable vis-à-vis
theists. Taylor's view, which, through its retenti on of a language of 'goods', affirms a
common 'transcendent' space of conversation between believers, humanists and neoNietzscheans, seems more desirable if only for its refusaI to describe away religious
belief even before dialogue begins.
The choice between Rorty's and Taylor's views - being essentially a choice
between, as Rorty puts it, 'a sense that we are alone and a sense that we are not' - may be
reducible in sorne sense to a matter of faith, but not entirely. Making our decision should
involve, it seems to me, both (1) an examination of Taylor's daim that we are able
phenomenologically to articulate an epistemically significant account of the real
structures of our physical and moral worlds, and (2) a consideration of which view,
Rorty's or Taylor's, will allow for the most effective conversation between aIl people, be
they theists or naturalists, foundationalists or historicists, aesthetes or Kantians. As
argued in Chapter One, l believe there are good reasons to think that Taylor's means of
'overcoming' modem epistemology offers us a 'better account' of our human situation
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than do es Rorty's. To the extent that this is right, we will have a good anti-naturalist case
for retaining the possibility of transcendence, both in morality and religion. Doing so, and
always remembering the 'weak', provisional nature of any of our ontological accounts,
we will possess a new and more articulate language than any on offer from pragmatism,
naturalism, or strong ontology. This language may well allow us to make greater strides
in our conversations with those formed in radically different traditions, and to more
effective1y address the malaises afflicting our own, late-modem secular societies.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
1. Introduction
l stated in the introduction that this paper would examine a three-fold question:
(1) in what ways is Rorty's and Taylor's work representative of'anti-ontology' and 'weak
ontology'; (2) how does each position play out in their treatments of morality and
religious belief; and (3) based on these examinations, why would we do well to accept a
weak ontological position like Taylor's over Rorty's rejection of ontology? The first two
parts of this question have been addressed in Chapters One through Three, and sorne
general reasons for preferring weak ontology over either of the alternatives have been
suggested in the Introduction.
In conclusion, l shall provide a brief summary of the arguments and conclusions
proffered in Chapters One through Three, draw three more specific conclusions
concerning the desirability of continuing to affinn a (weak) ontological account, and
suggest sorne avenues for further research.

2. Summary
Chapter One examined Rorty's and Taylor's critiques of epistemology. It opened
with a discussion of Descartes' and Locke's roles in theemergence of what l've called
'the epistemological picture', then examined sorne ways in which the work of
Wittgenstein and Heidegger can been seen as presenting an alternative to that allegedly
inadequate construal. The debate between Rorty and Taylor, introduced in the next
section, was presented as essentially a di s agreement over the best way to read
Wittgenstein and Heidegger. Rorty sees them as pointing the way to a Quinean holism,
Taylor as suggesting a phenomenological holism. The ways in which Rorty and Taylor
have developed this conviction into critiques of truth-as-correspondence (Rorty) and of
mediational epistemology (Taylor) were outlined in two further sections.
l concluded Chapter One with a summary of Taylor's and Rorty's arguments
against one another, then suggested two reasons for preferring Taylor's view: First,
because Rorty's view does indeed seem to occupy the same 'dialectical universe' as the
old epistemology due both to its ex ante quality, and its tacit assumption of the 'punctual'
subjectivity assumed by the Enlightenment. Second, because Rorty's account of
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knowledge as an exclusively propositional affair could foreseeably threaten the status as
persans of infants (bom or unbom) or the severely retarded. Each of these was offered

under the caveat that, considering that neither Rorty nor Taylor are claiming an absolute
certainty for their accounts, the 'decision between' their views is in the end a matter of
deciding which 'best explains' our human situation, or, in Taylor's language, which view
is our 'best account'.
Chapter Two examined Rorty's and Taylor's understandings of morality. Their
major difference, l suggested, was over wh ether poetry and expressive art should be seen
as edifying (Rorty's

vie~),

or instead as leading to epiphany (by pointing beyond itself;

Taylor's view). l argued that this difference is analogous to their disagreement over
whether or not, in talking about truth, we need to allow for sorne non-human content by
which we can verify the accuracy of our schemes. In the following two sections on
Rorty's and Taylor's moral thought, l considered aspects of their work relevant to this
question. l concluded Chapter Two by suggesting that Rorty has in fact come to agree
with Taylor that our 'moral realist urges' do need to be taken seriously, and that his redescription of pragmatism as 'romantic polytheism' is rooted in this concession.
Chapter Three tums to this question of transcendence, recasting the difference
presented in Chapter Two between art-as-edification and art-as-epiphany in a stronger
language suggested by Rorty: namely, as the difference between self-celebration (of an
immanent, naturalist, Whitmanian kind) and gratitude (of a transcendent, Rilkean,
potentially theistic kind). Restating the opposition in these terms led to a consideration of
Rorty's and Taylor's views of religious belief. l considered Rorty's notion of a
civilizational maturity 'past' religious belief, his self-professed anti-clericalism, and the
manner in which he has represented his pragmatism as a 'romantic polytheism'. l then
considered Taylor's account of the emergence of secular civilization and the modem
moral order, the connection of each with Christian theism, and the possibility of multiple
'modemities' different from the European variety.
l concluded Chapter Three first by presenting two similarities between Rorty's
and Taylor's views: namely, that neither sees religion as having been 'disproved' by
science or other modem developments, and that both view the acceptance or rejection of
either monotheism or romantic polytheism as a matter of faith, not the conclusion of a
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syllogism. 1 then discussed one major difference: namely that, for Rorty, any culture
which can usefully be described as modem will have privatized religious belief, while for
Taylor, the term modemity denotes a particular sort of orientation towards certain goods,
and allows for the possibility that a culture may grant any or no public role to religious
belief while remaining validly 'modem'. 1 argued that the three-part cultural model
proposed by Taylor (dividing the terrain amongst secular humanists, neo-Nietzscheans
and believers) allows for a more nuanced approach to debates between believers and nonbelievers than do Rorty's strict oppositions between public and private beHef, or between
infantile monotheists and mature romantic polytheists. Unlike Rorty's view, which places
individuals on a normative scale according to their relationship to strong metaphysical or
monotheistic beliefs, Taylor's model places everyone on equal footing, differentiating
individuals according to their common relation to various goods; a relation which may be
expressed in any of a multitude of (potentially incompatible) propositional forms.

2. Conclusions
1 would like to draw three broad conclusions regarding the reasons why a
continued affirmation of a (weak) ontological account is preferable to the rejection of
ontology, at least insofar as these options find expression in Rorty's and Taylor's thought.
First, it seems clear to me that Taylor, not Rorty, has made the more complete
escape from the 'collapsed circus tent' of modem epistemology, and that this escape has
made available to Taylor the tools necessary to articulate a new (weak ontological)
account of agent and world which promises both a more effective response to our modem
malaises, and more productive and meaningful public debates. That his escape has been
more complete seems to me the case for several reasons.
First, Taylor, unlike Rorty, allows for ontologically significant methodological
distinctions and varying standards of truth among different disciplines (natur- and
geistesswissenschaften), rather than positing one ex ante (textualist, historicist) theory

and applying it across the board. Second, Taylor frees himself more effectively than does
Rorty of representationalism and the 'atomism of the input', by which information is
understood as 'entering into' human subjects in discrete bits, be they called sentences,
percepts, beliefs, ideas, surface irritations or whatever else. Taylor's emphasis on our
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embodiment and the dialogical nature of our subjectivity seems to eliminate the danger of
radical skepticism or solipsism, which remain in principle available to Rorty, and which,
indeed, may even follow from his position. Third, because Taylor's position allows for
the articulation of a new, more adequate philosophical anthropology by correcting the
deficiencies of the old Enlightenment picture. Rorty is free to redescribe the human
subject in whatever way he likes, yet, underlying his public/private distinction as weIl as
his uncritical acceptance of progressive democratic liberalism (which, recaIl, he insists
does not follow necessarily from his anti-essentialism) one finds, unmistakably, a(n
epistemologicaIly) 'disengaged' and 'punctual' self. The retenti on of this picture of the
subject is important to the stability of Rorty's public/private distinction, and so seems
closed to criticism - at least to public criticism from us good liberal democrats.
Another problem with Rorty' s position is that it seems ever poised to slip into a
sort of incoherent relativism, at least in the hands of pragmatists less rhetorically agile
than Rorty himself. Gary Gutting, in his analysis of Rorty's critique of epistemology, has
suggested that Rorty should accept a certain philosophically unproblematic 'humdrum
realism', which holds that
'[w]e can and must subscribe to aIl the commonplaces: we know truths, many
truths are about the world, sorne truths tell us the way the world is, and so on. But
[we also realize that] whenever we try to get a critical perspective on these truths
about truth, we wind up with dubious assumptions, misleading pictures,
incoherent formulations. [Humdrum realism, then,] is not itself the conclusion of
a philosophical perspective on truth, but merely a prudential judgment based on
the historical record. ,285
Gutting thinks that by accepting this humdrum realism, Rorty would greatly strengthen
his position:
'Accepting this ... philosophically unloaded sense of truth allows us to avoid the
pitfalls of many of Rorty's formulations, which run aground by trying to avoid
talk of our knowing truths about the world. Without a forthright acceptance of
humdrum realism, Rorty is tempted to replace truth with group consensus and
hesitates to say that philosophical views opposed to his are wrong, maintaining
only that he has offered preferable "alternative descriptions." Such equivocations
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leave him open to .charges of incoherent relativism and skepticism. But these
difficulties dissolve once we accept humdrum realism. ,286
Gutting is not arguing here for a 'contact' or 'phenomenological' realism. His own
position, which he calls 'pragmatic liberalism,287, is just as naturalist and pragmatist as
Rorty's, if less epistemologically radical. Gutting's (philosophically uninteresting)
humdrum realism mustn't be confused, therefore, with Taylor's (philosophically and
epistemically significant) 'unproblematic realism'. Yet it does seem important to note
that even Gutting, whose position seems at times quite close to Rorty's, sees fits to rein in
what he sees as Rorty's over-zealous blanket rejection of truth-as-correspondence.
My second conclusion concems morality, and has been adumbrated already in
several places above. It is, namely, that there we have good reasons for thinking that
Rorty has come to agree with Taylor about the more-than-merely-cultural origins of our
'moral realist urges', and has redescribed his own position in quasi-confessional terms in
order to show how pragmatism might respond to these urges without confessing the
objective reality of transcendent 'objects' to which the urges are a response. l would
further conclude that this move by Rorty presents itself as a point in favor of Taylor's
weak moral ontology. If both Taylor and Rorty admit the extra-cultural (either
transcendent or, assumedly, somehow biogenetic) origin of our urges to moral realism,
then what prevents us from going all the way with Taylor in postulating (provisionally)
the reality ofthese urges' objects?
One major obstacle to doing so would be an ex ante theory of truth which
explicitly excludes anything more-than-human. It seems, however, that a close
examination of Rorty's and Taylor's critiques of epistemology (such as l have tried to
provide in Chapter One) shows up the inadequacies of Rorty's notions of truth and
justification, and allows us to clear this obstacle. Another potential obstacle, not
discussed here, would be a neuroscientific claim that these 'urges' would be wholly
explicable by a sufficiently robust understanding ofbrain chemistry (roughly the position
of Dennett, Dawkins, or E. O. Wilson). This claim (and, perhaps, Rorty's own opinion of
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it) calls for further study, yet it seems, given the still-rudimentary state of contemporary
neuroscience, that anything like its scientific verification - and so any capacity it may
have to serve as a knock-down refutation of Taylor's moral ontology -lies somewhere in
the distant future.
In preface to my third conclusion, something more needs to be said about the
uncharacteristic zeal and oddly axiomatic certitude with which Rorty defends his
(political) anti-clericalism. Nicholas Wolterstorff, himself a Christian theist, notes these
tendencies in his essay 'An Engagement with Rorty':
'1 find that Rorty's comments about the role of religion in the democratic politY
breathe a very different spirit from that of his comments on every other topic l
have read him on. What Rorty praises in those other passages is imagination,
openness, re-description, self-creation; here, the talk is aIl about limits. Religion is
to limit itself to the private; the conversation is to be limited to premises held in
common,288.
Do these limitations imposed on theism, and especially monotheism, follow from
Rorty's anti-essentialism? Rorty himself would be the first to contend that his
philosophical and political positions are as separate as the public and private realms ofhis
liberal utopia. Are they, then, wholly idiosyncratic? Gary Gutting, who admits that his
own position ofpragmatic liberalism, while protecting individuals' right to hold religious
belief, may well 'affect the strength' of those beliefs289 , seems puzzled by the force of
Rorty's 'atheism'. His view is worth quoting at length:
'Rorty has combined his ethical naturalism with an insouciant atheism that does
not hesitate to hope for a culture with "no trace of divinity" (CIS 45). As this
phrase suggests, his atheism goes well beyond the denial of standard conceptions
of a transcendent cause of the universe. It denies anything that might take on the
role of an absolute and urges us "to the point when we no longer worship
anything, where we treat nothing as a quasi-divinity, where we treat everything our language, our culture, our community - as a product of time and chance" (CIS
22). But whatever the basis for this atheism - and Rorty certainly makes no case
for it - it is not required by ... ethical naturalism [generally] .... [Pragmatic
liberalism] cuts off one route to theism, but it by no means requires atheism.
Indeed, the confidence with which Rorty rejects any vestige of the divine is hardI y
consistent with pragmatic liberalism's distrust of grand philosophical claims. We
288
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simply do not know enough to reject religious claims root and branch. We owe
religion at least the respect due a profound possibility that we cannot exclude,290.
What, then, can account for Rorty's position? Rorty would claim it is simply a
result of the books he has (been lucky enough to) read. l would like to suggest a 'deeper'
explanation as my third conclusion to this paper: that Rorty's anti-clericalism is best
explained as a strong evaluation of the good Taylor caUs the affirmation of ordinary life,
and constitutes the logical (and perhaps ultimate) eventuation of the Puritan iconoclasm
Taylor describes in his Sources of the Setf91.
Rorty wishes to arrive at 'the point when we no longer worship anything, where
we treat nothing as a quasi-divinity'. Add to this wish the phrase 'except God himself',
and you are left with a powerful statement of a religiosity that is Puritan, perhaps dei st,
and certainly anti-Papist. Yet the role played by the (personal) God of Christian theism
has been usurped, in Rorty's utopia, by the (interpersonal) authority of 'Mankind'.
Hume's 'monkish virtues' (celibacy, fasting, penitence, mortification, self-denial,
humility, silence, solitude) draw people closer to God, beyond 'time and chance'. These
are replaced, in Rorty's utopia, by Hume's 'social virtues', benevolence and justice,
which draw us closer to our feUow human beings. For Rorty, our feUow human beings
and our 'Conversation' with them are the only standards by which we might judge the
beauty, truth and goodness of our beliefs and actions, a role formerly played by God
alone. Rorty's anti-essentialism, his ethical naturalism, and his outspoken anti-clericalism
aU, l would like to suggest, may be seen as motivated not only by the 'ethical
foundationalism' identified by Levisohn, but also, more deeply, by an affirmation of the
good of ordinary human life over against the elitist posturing of today's 'Papists' and
'priests' - religious fundamentalists, metaphysicians, and physicists.
l believe that this recognition presents itself as a third point in favor of weak
ontology, as it seems a clear example of how a moral vocabulary which makes room for
strong evaluation and talk about 'goods' can better account for apparently unconnected
elements in a given position. If we decline to see Rorty' s view as, in a broad sense,
oriented around an affirmation of ordinary life, then his anti-essentialism and militant
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secularism will appear only incidentally related, as Rorty himself claims. If we do allow
this kind of 'transcendent' explanation, however, then a new, 'deeper' relation between
these allegedly unconnected aspects of Rorty's thought becomes apparent, and this will
perhaps allow for more effective argument between him and his critics. Perhaps his
affirmation of ordinary life would be furthered, for instance, if he were to accept
Gutting's 'humdrum realism', thereby recognizing the (epistemic) validity of the
everyday experience of ordinary persons. This sort of adjustment, in practical reason, is
not available to a strictly naturalist account.
These three broad conclusions seem to me, then, to support at least an openness to
Taylor's (weak ontological) affirmation of the possibility of the transcendent over Rorty's
blanket rejection of the more-than-human: (1) that Taylor makes the more complete
'escape' from the epistemological picture, and demonstrates the superior effectiveness of
a weak ontological picture of agent and world as a means of addressing the malaises of
our modem societies; (2) that Rorty's concession to Taylor regarding the importance of
our 'realist urges' suggests that a (weak) acceptance of the reality of 'goods' may be
necessary to a maximally adequate account of our morallife; and (3) that the possibility
of redescribing the relationship between Rorty's antiessentialism and his anticlericalism
as an 'affirmation of ordinary life', and the superior insight this provides into the nature
of Rorty's position, further shores up the desirability of accepting at least a weak moral
ontology which allows for a language of transcendent goods. As noted at the end of
Chapter One, l do not see any of these conclusions as a knock-down argument against
Rorty, but it does seem to me that they weigh heavily in favor of Taylor's reading of our
post-foundationalist situation, and tell us something about the best direction for
philosophy and the human sciences once we give up strong ontology.

3. Avenues for Further Study
This study has been necessarily limited in several ways, and l should close by
identifying three potential avenues of further study.
First, as the reader will have noted, l offer no sustained argument in these pages to
demonstrate the need, in the first place, to reject strong ontology. Instead, l assume the
desirability of its rejection and work from there. My presentation of Wittgenstein's and
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Heidegger's views and discussion of the 'interpretive tum' come close to offering such
an argument, but are intended as background to what is in the end an intramural debate
between two post-foundational thinkers, and not a knock-down case against
foundationalism itself. Examination of how Taylor's and Rorty's positions (or, for that
matter, Wittgenstein's and Heidegger's views) stand up against the work of more
traditional foundationalist thinkers - of whom there is no lack in the academy today would be the task of a longer and more technical essay.
Second, although l have touched upon the relation of Taylor's Christian theism to
his assertion of the possibility of a 'hypergood perspective,' further study would be
required to establish the precise role of theism in Taylor's thought and the degree to
which his weak ontology and notion of hypergoods are connected to it. In my treatment
of Taylor's thinking on religion l have focused mainly on his narrative account of the rise
of modem secularity so as to contrast it with Rorty's 'subtraction account' of maturity
away from belief. Given my goal in these pages of comparing Taylor's weak- and Rorty's
anti-ontological treatments of morality and religion, the nature of Taylor's own theism
has perhaps been neglected.
A third possible avenue of further study would be to compare Taylor's moral
realism with philosophical positions more traditional than Rorty' s. As suggested by
Gutting's call for Rorty to accept a 'humdrum realism', Rorty's position, taken as a
whole, is not very common among philosophers in the academy today, whatever
extensive similarities (I believe) it may bear with the non-specialist opinion of many nonacademics. Regardless of Rorty's contention that his stance does not amount to a
relativism (he having rejected the absolute/relative distinction), it may, in practice, be
tantamount to such. A comparison of Taylor's work with, for instance, that of John
Rawls, Gutting, A. C. Grayling, Quine himself, or other naturalist thinkers - or indeed,
with non-naturalist thinkers closer to Taylor himself, such as MacIntyre, Murdoch,
Jürgen Habermas, or Michael Sandel - would help better to locate Taylor's position
within the wider conversation about morality and religion in public life.
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