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Preface

Alexander Gröschner, Colin Koopman, and Mike Sandbothe

This volume of essays offers a series of reflections on the work of one of the most 
important philosophers of the twentieth century from the pens of a diverse 
set of scholars, both international and interdisciplinary in its scope. The book, 
we hope, attests to the enormous impact of Richard Rorty’s work today. Few 
thinkers from the past century, and even fewer philosophers of recent memory, 
have achieved quite the orbit and gravity of Rorty. Observe how Rorty simul-
taneously appealed to and aggravated academics and non-academics across 
the spectrum. For instance, to those on the radical left end of contemporary 
academic culture (and their non-academic readership), Rorty’s combination of 
revolutionary philosophy and moderate politics was a curious source of inspi-
ration and frustration. To those on the political and cultural right, Rorty’s style 
of philosophy was often received as a dangerous set of ideas, even though that 
same style was often disparaged by those on the left as culturally conservative. 
Meanwhile, moderates in all kinds of center positions (politically, culturally, 
and morally) found, and continue to find, in Rorty’s works a characteristically 
fluent expression of the ideals of tolerance and inclusiveness that so many of us 
recognize as the lingua franca of our liberal democratic sensibilities.
 An eminent intellectual historian, whose work often brought him into contact 
with Rorty, once remarked to one of us that—despite his own quite strong philo-
sophical and political disagreements with Rorty—it would be nearly impossible 
not to admire the generosity with which Rorty made his thought available as a 
public terrain upon which contemporary intellectuals could debate the issues of 
their day. How Rorty’s work first became such a public terrain is no doubt one 
of those inexplicable contingencies of the ever-present world of letters, but surely 
one important factor was Rorty’s often-noted willingness to engage his critics in 
dialogue after dialogue once his work became a subject of simultaneous criticism 
and celebration. Hoping to carry forward the spirit of that engagement, this volume 
attests to the importance of the debates that continue over Rorty’s work. 
 The history of the volume you hold in your hands begins in June 2007 in 
Scandinavia, specifically in Denmark, and to be completely precise in the Café 
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‘Ib Rene Cairo’ in the Danish university town of Aalborg. On June 24, 2007 the 
Reading Rorty Memorial was held there. We quote from the announcement: 
‘Suzie Neslund reads out passages of Rorty’s “Love and Money”, Mike Sandbothe 
comments on Rorty, and Sine Bach Ruettel (Copenhagen) plays banjo between 
readings.’ And a few days later, in ‘Café Wagner’ in the German university 
town of Jena: ‘Alexander Gröschner, Yvonne Förster, and Kenton Barnes read 
passages from Rorty’s autobiographical “Trotsky and the Wild Orchids” as well 
as from some of his more political and philosophical essays; music by Indicat.’ 
That is how it began for two of the three editors of this book.
 Later on, in 2009, Colin Koopman joined the editorial team, having himself 
learned much from Rorty’s work in the context of his dissertation. This joining 
was made possible by Barry Allen, of McMaster University in Southern Ontario, 
Canada. In the 1990s, Barry along with Dick Rorty attended a conference 
at the University of Bamberg in Germany that had been organized by Mike 
Sandbothe. Dick introduced Barry and Mike to each other, and the resulting 
friendship between like-minded pragmatists endures to this day. Later, just as 
Dick had brought Barry and Mike together, Barry mediated the collaboration 
between Mike and Alexander in Germany and Colin (who had written his 
dissertation with Barry’s guidance a few years previous) in North America. 
The resulting synergy and the common faith in the editorial project made the 
emergence of this book possible. For this, we all three thank Barry.
 In Germany, most of Richard Rorty’s books have been published by Suhrkamp 
Verlag. Eva Gilmer—Rorty’s editor—supported Alexander and Mike with the 
planning and realization of the German ancestor of this book. It was published 
in 2011 under the title Pragmatismus als Kulturpolitik, and thereby laid the 
foundation for the present volume, which reprints (now in English) selected 
papers from the German edition along with a selection of newer papers from 
a set of upcoming North American scholars of Rorty’s work. We thank Eva 
Gilmer and her colleagues Philip Hölzing and Janika Rüter for making the 
successful cooperation between Suhrkamp and Bloomsbury possible.
 All three co-editors would like to thank Alan Reynolds (who is among the 
next generation of Rorty scholars) for his help in preparing the essays for final 
publication and his many helpful suggestions about the pieces included herein. 
We thank Karl Hughes for his support as translator. We also thank our fellow 
pragmatists Wojciech Małecki and Eric T. Weber for their supportive insights 
regarding the structure and content of the volume on the whole.
 We are all also grateful for the opportunity to acknowledge the Oregon 
Humanities Center, the Department of Philosophy, and the College of Arts and 
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Sciences at the University of Oregon for their support that helped make possible 
the preparation and production of this volume. We thank Rachel Eisenhauer 
and Sarah Campbell of Bloomsbury for their faith in this project. For permis-
sions involved in reprinting previously-published material, we would like to 
acknowledge Suhrkamp Verlag for permission to reprint Jürgen Habermas 
‘ “… And to Define America, Her Athletic Democracy”. Im Andenken an Richard 
Rorty,’ in Gröschner, A./Sandbothe, M., Pragmatismus als Kulturpolitik. Beiträge 
zum Werk Richard Rortys © Suhrkamp Verlag Frankfurt am Main 2008, 2011. 
All rights reserved by and controlled through Suhrkamp Verlag Berlin and Esa 
Saarinen, ‘Freundlichkeit gegenüber Babys und andere radikale Ideen in Rortys 
antizynischer Philosophie,’ in Gröschner, A./Sandbothe, M., Pragmatismus als 
Kulturpolitik. Beiträge zum Werk Richard Rortys © Suhrkamp Verlag Frankfurt 
am Main 2011. All rights reserved by and controlled through Suhrkamp Verlag 
Berlin and Johns Hopkins University Press for permission to reprint an adapted 
version of Richard Shusterman’s ‘Pragmatism and Cultural Politics: From 
Rortyan Textualism to Somaesthetics.’ first published in New Literary History, 
41, 1 (2010), 69–94 (©2010 New Literary History, The University of Virginia).
Our final and most special thanks go to Mary Varney Rorty, who supported 
the idea and development of both the German-language and English-language 
volumes and kindly supported the project from the beginning. The collabo-
ration with the authors was characterized by respect for the work of Richard 
Rorty and his memory.
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1

From Pragmatist Philosophy to 
Cultural Politics

An Overview of the Contributions in this Volume

Alexander Gröschner and Mike Sandbothe

‘What is your aim in philosophy?—To show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle.’ 
This famous statement by Ludwig Wittgenstein may serve as the motto for 
Richard Rorty’s engagement with modern professional philosophy. In his 
metaphilosophical investigations, the concern of the American neo-pragmatist 
(1931–2007) was to help philosophical spirits threatening to drown in the sweet 
juice of the academic fly-bottle to come back down to earth so that they might 
find their wings again.

Cross-section of a fly-bottle (© Rainer Zenz)

The present volume deals with Rorty’s concerns in three parts, following an 
introductory personal assessment of the path of Rorty’s thinking by Jürgen 
Habermas. In the first part, Robert Brandom, Susan Dieleman and Bjørn 
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Torgrim Ramberg reconstruct Rorty’s pragmatist philosophy. In the second part, 
Colin Koopman and Christopher J. Voparil bring Rorty’s shift from pragmatist 
philosophy to cultural politics into historical perspective. In the third part Saskia 
Sassen, Esa Saarinen, and Richard Shusterman present different versions of 
cultural politics.
 With recourse to Wittgenstein’s analogy, it can be said that the authors in 
the first part put forward a reconstruction of Rorty’s description of academic 
philosophy’s fly-bottle and lay out the possible exit strategies he suggests. The 
authors in the second part demonstrate the extent to which his cultural-political 
orientation not only bears on Rorty’s later writings, but is traceable through all 
his work and constitutes a return to Dewey. Finally, the authors of the third part 
claim not only to reconstruct the exit routes suggested by Rorty, but also to have 
used them. As they see themselves, they are already out of the fly-bottle.
 In his introduction, Habermas sketches the development of Rorty’s thinking 
and its claim ‘to offer a philosophy that cleans up with all extant philosophy’ 
(p.  14). Rorty’s ‘double front line taken against metaphysics and scientism’ 
(p. 15) culminates in his ‘rhetoric of debunking, of forget it, of shrugging off or 
filing away’ (p.  15). The aim of this rhetoric is to prepare not only academic 
philosophy but our culture as a whole for a new vocabulary, a vocabulary that 
avoids ‘first, the assumption of an objective world that exists independently of 
our descriptions and, secondly, the innerworldly transcendence of universalist 
claims to validity’ (p. 14).
 In Part One, Brandom shows how the category of objectivity in Rorty’s 
pragmatist philosophy could be conceptualized in a less provocative way 
than Rorty himself did. To this end, Brandom turns to Rorty’s early work on 
eliminative materialism. Rorty’s argumentation with regard to the category of 
subjectivity there may be carried over to the category of objectivity in Rorty’s 
later work. The ‘notion of   responsibility to some non-human authority’ (p. 28) 
would not then appear as incoherent. Instead, it pertains to a meaningful, 
reconstructable product of social practices, which is optional and contingent 
and can be replaced where necessary by other practices.
 That this need for replacement actually exists in Rorty’s view, Dieleman 
underscores in her chapter. From her point of view, the particular applicability 
of Rorty’s pragmatist philosophy to contemporary feminism lies in the fact that 
he makes the epistemic norms presupposed by the ‘Kantian pragmatists’ (p. 31) 
such as Habermas and Putnam into an object of cultural-political debate. With 
recourse to feminist philosophers such as Iris Marion Young, Nancy Fraser, 
and Jane Braaten, Dieleman makes it clear that the formal conditions of access 
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to the public discourse have often served ‘to marginalize women and members 
of the plebeian classes’ (p.  34). For this reason, she continues, ‘a specifically 
Rortyan version of a pragmatist feminism’ (endnote, p.  47) focuses ‘on the 
politics of real-life conversations’ (p.  44). Thus the social hope for a greater 
human solidarity might succeed in making the objectives of worldwide feminist 
activism ever more a reality.
 In his chapter, Ramberg describes a charateristic signature of the innovative 
aspects of Rorty’s thought. According to Ramberg, the central power of 
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity is to bring in a balance between the constructive 
‘openness to what is new and different’ and the destructive ‘disparaging of what is 
old’ (p. 65). This achieves a specifically cultural significance, where the concern 
is no longer the debunking of abstract theories, as in Philosophy and the Mirror 
of Nature, but the filing away of the self-image of a concrete individual or an 
existing society. It is against this background that Rorty’s ‘simple and seemingly 
very rough move’ (p. 65) of drawing a distinction between private self-creation 
and public solidarity can be understood. It serves as ‘a political tool designed 
to enable us to cope with the creative destruction wreaked by intellectuals in a 
manner that will help us win from their achievements what we can put to good 
use while securing the survival of liberal norms’ (p. 71). 
 In Part Two, Koopman and Voparil develop various proposals for an 
historical reconstruction of Rorty’s ‘philosophy-as-criticism-of-culture’ (CP, 
p. 74). Koopman concentrates on the evidence of a continuous development of 
cultural-political questioning in Rorty’s work. He also points out that in recent 
years professional philosophy has moved closer to Rorty’s proposed ‘kaleido-
scopic shift in philosophy’s self-image’ (p.  77) than Rorty would have dared 
hope. That, Koopman continues, has, among other things, to do with the fact 
that in times of crisis, the orientation-giving function of philosophy is socially 
in higher demand.
 Voparil also takes account of this issue when he suggests understanding 
‘cultural politics’ in Rorty’s sense of a ‘catch-all phrase for conversation or inquiry 
that takes place in the absence of agreed-upon criteria to govern argument’ 
(p. 111). In keeping with Dewey, Rorty extrapolates Kuhn’s distinction between 
normal and abnormal discourse to political issues. Thereby, argues Voparil, 
Rorty manages to ‘offer the basis for a restructuring of a Deweyan conception 
of philosophy as an instrument of social change to make it more responsive to 
marginalized and excluded groups’ (p. 113). While Dewey went to the ‘recon-
struction of face-to-face communities’ (p. 120), which could be described under 
normal conditions within a national configuration, Rorty’s concern exists in 
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a globalized world ‘with expanding our communities and felt identifications 
to include distant and different others in ways that move us beyond current 
assumptions and practices’ (p. 120).
 In Part Three, Sassen is inspired by cosmopolitan patriotism, which Rorty 
developed with regard to America in Achieving Our Country. Her cultural-
political suggestion is that a large part of what in academic research is described 
as ‘globalization,’ in relation to the current ‘transformation of citizenship,’ may 
be understood as a process within nation states themselves. This would mean, 
according to Sassen, that in matters of citizenship, globalization proceeds 
(counter-intuitively) from the inside outwards. As examples, the author 
mentions ‘the granting of dual nationality and the incorporation of interna-
tional human rights norms in national law’ (p.  141). Sassen expands Rorty’s 
proposal to reevaluate cosmopolitanism as an aspect of American national 
pride in her outline of the ‘possibility of a cosmopolitan national disposition/
sentiment’ (p.  142) within the dynamics of a ‘denationalizing of citizenship’ 
(p. 136) that is not confined to America.
 Amplifying Rorty, Saarinen stresses that ‘the key point of pragmatism is not 
to come up with a theory of pragmatism, but to direct our attention to conduct’ 
(p. 146). Saarinen’s endorsement of Rorty’s desire, ‘to awaken philosophy from 
its self-indulgences and bring it to the realm of the relevant’ (p. 154) is fleshed 
out in his proposal for a cultural-political line of thought and action which 
states that ‘kindness to babies is a relevant criterion for philosophy’ (p.  152). 
By means of this recommendation, which Saarinen develops in connection 
with a remark from Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, the ‘explosive power’ 
(p. 152) of Rorty’s cultural political stance is made explicit. This force consists 
in an ‘emotional energy’ (p. 152), which is oriented to the ‘mother-infant dyad’ 
(p. 156). In her successful interaction with her baby, the loving mother promotes 
the growth of her child rather as Rorty’s cultural-political philosopher is 
exhorted to do in her dealings with ‘the common man and woman, for ordinary 
life and its improvement, and above all for the future’ (p. 161).
 In a similar way Shusterman’s project of ‘somaesthetics’ (p. 165) is charac-
terized by the hope that ‘philosophy’s cultural politics could take the eminently 
pragmatic form of seeking to benefit life not merely by writing texts but by 
other forms of concrete praxis in the world’ (p. 178). Shusterman, a professional 
Feldenkrais practitioner, suggests that the integration of somatic disciplines 
(e.g. Alexander Technique, Feldenkrais, meditation) into our education system 
‘not only offers suggestions for personal cultivation but also resources for 
“social hope” ’ (p.  181) and the elimination of the ‘pervasive body/mind and 
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materialist/spiritual schisms in our culture’ (p.  181). Although Rorty himself 
‘seems, however, unwilling to go this far’ (p.  178), he (Rorty) nevertheless 
‘suggested that he might be growing more receptive to it’ (p.  187). Rorty’s 
untimely death, Shusterman concludes, ‘ended a life of bold and wide-ranging 
philosophical inquiry but left us with a legacy to pursue the conversations he 
shaped in ever more adventurous and experimental ways’ (p. 187).
 The collection of essays in this volume shows how useful and close to life 
philosophy can be when it escapes from the fly-bottle. In his popular texts, 
Rorty himself repeatedly appealed to the public via his cultural-political inter-
ventions. Through his academic contributions he succeeded in supervising his 
own Fach and developing new cultural and political fields of activity for philoso-
phers. An impressive speaker, he was a passionate college lecturer and believed 
in the future of universities. The philosophers and cultural critics whom he 
inspired are performing the shift from pragmatist philosophy to cultural politics 
by treating universities (as well as cities and countries) as places where on 
the basis of a democratic school system there should be as much freedom as 
possible for individuality and idiosyncrasy, creation and mutation.
 In the concluding part of Achieving Our Country, ‘his most personal and 
moving book’ (Habermas, p.  18), Dick Rorty compared the value of great 
and inspiring works with romantic love. As a starting point for academic 
engagement with the great neo-pragmatist, this beautiful passage may be useful: 

If it is to have inspirational value, a work must be allowed to recontexualize 
much of what you previously thought you knew; it cannot, at least at first, be 
itself recontextualized by what you already believe. Just as you cannot be swept 
off your feet by another human being at the same time that you recognize him 
or her as a good specimen of a certain type, so you cannot simultaneously be 
inspired by a work and be knowing about it. Later on—when first love has been 
replaced by marriage—you may acquire the ability to be both at once. But the 
really good marriages, the inspired marriages, are those which began in wild, 
unreflective infatuation. 

(AOC, pp. 133–4)


