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Introduction  

 Pragmatism, even if limited to its specifically North American and philosophical trajectories, is 

quite diverse.
1
 Not only are pragmatist philosophers working in various areasðe.g., philosophy of 

science, linguistics, logic, social theoryðbut they are also debating issues of validity and legitimacy 

regarding developments within the tradition itself. Certainly it is inevitable that the classical pragmatism 

of Peirce, Royce, and James would have inspired a wide spectrum of philosophical projects, and that 

these would have been compounded by the legacy of ñmiddle pragmatistsò such as Dewey, G. H. Mead, 

C. I. Lewis, and the Chicago School.
2
 Even so, pragmatism was eclipsed during the middle of the 

twentieth century by logical positivism and analytic philosophy, only to be revived as a viable 

philosophical position in recent years by the emergence of neo-pragmatists like Hilary Putnam, Jeffrey 

Stout, and Richard Rorty.
3
 But this last form of the movement has drawn vigorous responses, including 

                                                           
1
 H. S. Thayer, Meaning and Action: A Critical History of Pragmatism (Indianapolis and New York: The 

Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1968), discusses both European influences on the development of American 

pragmatism and British and Italian versions of pragmatism which developed during the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. Thayerôs focus on the philosophical traditions of pragmatism means that he says little, if 

anything, about the forms of pragmatism that have emerged in the fields of communications, literature, politics, 

education, and law. Some of these areas are covered in Edward C. Moore, American Pragmatism: Peirce, James, 

and Dewey (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1961), and John Patrick Diggins, The Promise of 

Pragmatism: Modernism and the Crisis of Knowledge and Authority (Chicago and London: University of Chicago 

Press, 1994). 
2
 See Darnell Rucker, The Chicago Pragmatists (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1969). The 

nomenclature of ñmiddle pragmatismò is drawn from Randall Auxier, ñThe Decline of Evolutionary Naturalism in 

Later Pragmatism,ò in Robert Hollinger and David Depew, eds., Pragmatism: From Progressivism to 

Postmodernism (Westport, Conn., and London: Praeger, 1995), 180-207.  
3
 See, e.g., Jon Avery, ñThree Types of American Neo-Pragmatism,ò Journal of Philosophical Research 18 

(1993): 1-13, Giles Gunn, Thinking across the American Grain: Ideology, Intellect, and the New Pragmatism 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), and Russell B. Goodman, ed., Pragmatism: A Contemporary Reader 

mailto:a-yong@bethel.edu
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some who have gone so far as to suggest that the neglect of Peirce and the purposeful misreading of 

James and, especially, Dewey by individuals like Rorty places neo-pragmatic thinkers outside the 

pragmatist tradition altogether. 

After the heated discussions at last yearôs annual meeting of the ETS about the boundaries of 

Evangelicalism, I was initially tempted to take up the question regarding the boundaries of pragmatism. 

Yet I was invited to this panel with the specific assignment of exploring the potential contributions of 

American pragmatism to Christian theology in the postmodern world. Within this broader framework, 

then, we have not one but three heavily contested concepts or categories: pragmatism, post/modernism, 

and Christian theology.
4
 How then should we proceed? [reword this paragraph for publication]  

My strategy (which details will be defended along the way) will be to begin by taking up the neo-

pragmatist challenge to Christian theology in our (post/modern) times, and do so by focusing our initial 

reflections on the work of Rorty, especially his polemic against philosophic method (§1). From this, a 

sketch of a post-Rortyeanðthe equivalent of a post-neo-pragmaticðtheology will emerge which can be 

seen to dovetail nicely with post/modernist intuitions (§2). What this leaves us with, however, are two 

distinctive redescriptions of our contemporary situation: one Rortyean and atheological, and the other 

post-Rortyean and theological. I suggest that one way of adjudicating these issues is by returning to the 

pragmati(ci)sm of Peirce, the unanimously acknowledged founder of American pragmatism. My hope is 

that so doing will also purchase for us the means to address the theological problematic attached to our 

times precisely by providing an understanding and enabling the overcoming of post/modernity (§3). 

I.  Toward the Neo-Pragmatist Vision of Richard Rorty 

 On first thought, engaging the work of Richard Rorty with its naturalistic and atheistic 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

(New York and London: Routledge, 1995). My focus in this paper will be on American neo-pragmatism, rather than 

the work of Continental thinkers like Jürgen Habermas and Karl-Otto Apel.  
4
 On Christianityðand, by extension, Christian theologyðas a ñheavily contested concept,ò see Stephen W. 

Sykes, The Identity of Christianity: Theologians and the Essence of Christianity from Schleiermacher to Barth 

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). In one sense, everybody recognizes what we all mean by ñpostmodernism.ò In 

other senses, however, ñpostmodernismò as a technical term is still under negotiation. I call attention to this debate 
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presuppositions would seem to be counterproductive if oneôs objective is to explore the question of how 

pragmatism intersects with Christian theology in our post/modern world. More fruitful, it seems, would 

be to chart the ways in which theologians have drawn from and interacted with other strands of the 

pragmatist tradition. Yet I would urge that Rortyôs neo-pragmatism not be neglected by theologians for a 

number of reasons. First, over the past generation, Rorty has emerged from the obscurities of mid-

twentieth century analytic and linguistic philosophy as a public figure in philosophical and cultural 

circles in twenty-first century America. Even if his neo-pragmatist vision has not gone unchallenged, his 

fame is unparalleled among contemporary philosophers and his influence widespread.
5
 As such, 

theologyôs critical voice needs to be registered in conversation with Rorty. And such registration is 

already taking place, if only predominantly amidst the circles of theological liberalism. Yet even in that 

arena, the ideas of Rorty in particular and neo-pragmatism generally are being developed in interesting 

directions.
6
 It is therefore too late to think that theological conservatives and moderates can safely ignore 

this stream of thought. But, finally, engaging Rorty is important because whereas there has been some 

attempt to do constructive theology with aid from the classical pragmatist tradition, Rortyôs project has 

been consistently deconstructive. In that sense, his neo-pragmatist vision compares with the post-

ontotheological turn in contemporary Continental (especially French) philosophy. I suggest that insofar 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

utilizing the slashed post/modernism and its cognates throughout the first two sections of this paper, and hope to 

resolve some of the theological implications of this issue in the concluding discussion on Peirce. 
5
 See, e.g., Konstantin Kolenda, Rorty's Humanistic Pragmatism: Philosophy Democratized (Tampa: 

University of South Florida Press, 1990); Alan R. Malachowski, ed., Reading Rorty: Critical Responses to 

Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (and Beyond) (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1990); Kai Nielsen, 

After the Demise of Tradition: Rorty, Critical Theory, and the Fate of Philosophy (Boulder, San Francisco, and 

Oxford: Westview Press, 1991); Herman J. Saatkamp, Jr., ed., Rorty and Pragmatism: The Philosopher Responds to 

His Critics (Nashville and London: Vanderbilt University Press, 1995); Lenore Langsdorf and Andrew R. Smith, 

eds., Recovering Pragmatismôs Voice: The Classical Tradition, Rorty, and the Philosophy of Communication 

(Albany: SUNY Press, 1995); John Pettegrew, ed., A Pragmatistôs Progress? Richard Rorty and American 

Intellectual History (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000); and Robert B. Brandom, ed., Rorty and 

His Critics (Oxford and Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2000). 
6
 See, e.g., Victor Anderson, Pragmatic Theology: Negotiating the Intersections of an American 

Philosophy of Religion and Public Theology (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998); Sheila Greeve Davaney, Pragmatic 

Historicism: A Theology for the Twenty-first Century (Albany: SUNY Press, 2000); and Charley D. Hardwick and 

Donald A. Crosby, eds., Pragmatism, Neo-pragmatism, and Religion: Conversations with Richard Rorty, American 

Liberal Religious Thought 6 (New York: Peter Lang, 1997), many of which contributors are neo-pragmatists 

associated with the theological liberalism of the Highlands Institute conferences and seminars. 
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as the conversation between deconstruction and theology is now in full swing, engaging Rortyôs neo-

pragmatism would provide a distinctively American perspective on this wider discussion about the 

significance of contemporary post/modernism. And, if this conversation with the more radical neo-

pragmatist vision of Rorty is even moderately successful, then the possibility of and prospects for an in-

depth encounter between the broader American pragmatist tradition and Christian theology would indeed 

be secured. 

 The question, however, is whether or not anything constructive can come from a conversation 

between theology and Rortyôs project, and if so, how so. This methodological issue is an important one 

since Rorty argues in the tradition of James and Whitehead that religion is what human beings should do 

in and with their solitariness. In distinguishing sharply between the public socio-political sphere of 

human intercourse and the private religio-aesthetic sphere of individual and communal life, religious 

ideas are thereby either prohibited from the public square, or admitted only if relatively innocuous 

regarding public issues. Attempts to bring religious topics into public conversations are therefore seen by 

Rorty to be ñconversation stoppers.ò
7
  

But is it the case that only religious and theological convictions end conversations? While not 

denying that they often do, in Rortyôs case, the charge is seemingly ironic given his own stance against 

method. Here, Rorty builds specifically on recent developments in philosophy of scienceðe.g., by Kuhn, 

Toulmin, and Feyerabendðand in the turn to hermeneutics.
8
 In both cases, the demise of 

foundationalism means that there no longer exists an indubitable starting point for inquiry, and that 

rigidly defined operational methods are better understood as social conventions rather than as the keys to 

social or scientific advances. Progress in science and philosophy is understood in this new paradigm not 

as constrained externally by either reality (vis-à-vis the sciences) or truth (vis-à-vis philosophy), but as 

                                                           
7
 See Richard Rorty, ñReligion as Conversation-Stopper,ò in Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope (New 

York and London: Penguin Books, 1999), ch. 11. 
8
 See Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), Part 

Three. Cf. also his ñScience as Solidarityò and ñPragmatism without Method,ò both in Objectivity, Relativism, and 
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pragmatically motivated to enable better human coping. (For Rorty, the concept ñtrueò is non-

explanatory; rather, it denotes the practical-causal relationship between organisms and environments.) In 

fact both disciplines are seen to operate according to differing human conventions and  procedures, and 

not according to their own strictly defined logic. As such, following the later Wittgenstein, they are at 

one level incommensurable language games which disparity needs to be respected even if both contribute 

in the long run to human happiness.
9
 Rationality is redefined from being methodical to being morally 

virtuousði.e., being tolerant and persuasive rather than forceful.
10

 The implications for the 

conversationsðphilosophical and otherwiseðRorty wishes to continue include: transitioning from 

confrontative polemics to edifying chit-chat; utilization of narrative redescription rather than critical 

argumentation; an ironic stance which draws from various traditions of discourse in an ad hoc way for 

purposes at hand, viz., to enable the speaker to do what she wants to do and get what she needs most 

efficiently. All of this follows inevitably from our postfoundationalist awareness that there are no 

mutually agreeable starting points or rules of engagement which must of necessity govern our 

interactions.
11

 

In order to see the implications of this move, we need to take a short detour and get a close-up 

view of Rortyôs philosophic ñmethodò in action. His intention is to expose the pretenses of what he calls 

the Philosophic (capital P) tradition. Metaphysical, ontological, and epistemological questions from Plato 

through to Descartes, Kant, and modern thinkers have been misled by a representationalist view of 

language and ideas. Philosophy (with the capital P) has therefore been concerned to get things right, to 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Truth: Philosophical Papers, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 35-45 and 63-77 respectively. 

On Kuhn, see ñThomas Kuhn, Rocks and the Laws of Physicsò in Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 175-90. 
9
 Cf. ñKeeping Philosophy Pure: An Essay on Wittgensteinò in Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism 

(Essays: 1972-1980) (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), 19-36, and ñWittgenstein, Heidegger, and 

the Reification of Languageò in Rorty, Essays on Heidegger and Others: Philosophical Papers, vol. 2 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1991), 50-65. 
10

 More recently, Rorty has defined moral progress as ña matter of wider and wider sympathyò; see his  

ñEthics without Principlesò in Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, 72-90, quote from 82.  
11

 My exposition of Rortyôs antifoundationalism does not mean to ignore the fact that there are viable 

counter-arguments; see, e.g., Timm Triplett, ñRortyôs Critique of Foundationalism,ò Philosophical Studies 52 

(1987): 115-29, and Paul K. Moser, ñDoes Foundationalism Rest on a Mistake?ò Philosophical Studies (Ireland) 31 

(1987): 183-96.  
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access the truth, to accurately re-present reality in words. But what if all our efforts to check our words 

with reality in itself fails since reality is linguistically engaged? What if all our endeavors to confirm the 

truth of our words leads only to other words rather than to reality itself? How will philosophers recognize 

solutions to their debates or successes regarding their reflections and hypotheses if all criteria is 

linguistically formulated, and all appeals to reality are linguistically mediated?
12

 If this is the case, then 

the Philosophic quest has, for the most part, been wasting its time attempting to get to reality or truth 

behind or beyond language. So how does Rorty accomplish this deconstruction of the Philosophic 

tradition? He realizes that he is in a catch-22. To undermine the tradition, he needs to engage Philosophy 

on its own terms and find it wanting. Yet to do so is to be constrained by the traditionôs terms and 

categories, and in that sense to perpetuate its discourse.
13

  

Rortyôs solution in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) is to re-tell the history of 

Philosophy as built upon the mistaken quest for truth and reality behind language. As such, Philosophy is 

a provincial Western construction dominated first by ontotheological speculation and then by scientism, 

and followed consequentially by foundationalisms and dualisms of all kinds. Our Philosophical problems 

are therefore of our own making, mostly the result of our having simply changed the subject since we 

presented ourselves with insoluble questions. Philosophy should therefore be revisioned as one genre of 

discourse interconnected with other genres (the sciences included
14

) in the human conversation, and as 

serving primarily private functions of self-making and self-expressionðwhat Rorty calls post-

Philosophical philosophyðrather than the realm of public interests. Given the lack of finality and closure 

to philosophical conversation, then, we need to embrace the pluralism and historical conditionedness of 

                                                           
12

 This valid Peircean point is one of the primary theses of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature which 

Rorty saw as following from the difficulties that the linguistic turn in philosophy generated; see Rortyôs 

ñMetaphilosophical Difficulties of Linguistic Philosophy,ò in Rorty, ed., The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in 

Philosophical Method (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1967), 1-39. 
13

 Recognition of this dilemma pervades Rortyôs corpus; see, e.g., Essays on Heidegger and Others, 94-95. 
14

 For Rortyôs redescriptions of philosophy, literature, and science in a nutshell, see ñTexts and Lumpsò in 

Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, 78-92, where he urges that philosophical ideas and doctrines need to be assessed 

in ways similar to the analysis of lumps by scientists and the analysis of texts by literary critics in order to be worth 

their philosophical salt! 
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our vocabularies, and be cautious about the mirroring metaphors we use in our exercising rhetorical 

power. In short, we need to shift from talk about correctness of representation to talk about warranted 

practices instead. 

Now whatever we make of Rortyôs projectðkeeping in mind both the extremely misleading 

generalizations of the preceding paragraphs and that criticisms of Rortyôs project have not abated since 

the publication of Philosophy and the Mirror of Natureðclearly he has deployed the discourse of 

Philosophy for his own purposes precisely by redescribing it as driven by inner contradictions. The result 

is an exposé of its questions as non-questions, and an argument for a post-Philosophical philosophy of 

edifying conversation for its own sake. If critics charge Rorty with impropriety in his retelling the history 

of philosophy, he can respond that he is not providing argument but simply narrating another (better) way 

of envisioning the tradition (and is that not what all historical reconstruction is at least in part about?
15

). 

If other critics then dismiss Rortyôs neo-pragmatism as an illegitimate exercise of poetic, literary and 

rhetorical license, he can complain that they are not taking his Philosophic (re)descriptions seriously. His 

point, however, is to negate the inextricable conundrums of Philosophy in order to make room for 

philosophy understood as private conversation in liberal, democratic societies. 

Undoubtedly, the genius of Rortyôs strategy has been confirmed repeatedly over the past twenty 

plus years given the widespread hearing his project has gained. But, ironically, this demonstrates my 

point that while designed to fuel conversation in democratic societies, Rortyôs attempts to promote 

ñedifying discussionò could just as well terminate engagement prematurely.
16 

Insofar as he neither 

provides nor wishes to present arguments for his proposals, how can his views be engaged? More to the 

                                                           
15

 See Rortyôs ñInquiry as Recontextualization: An Anti-Dualist Account of Interpretation,ò in Objectivity, 

Relativism, and Truth, 93-110, and ñThe Historiography of Philosophy: Four Genres,ò in Rorty, Truth and Progress: 

Philosophical Papers, vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 247-73. The latter piece discusses 

historical reconstructions; rational or systematic reconstructions; Geistgeschichte as canon formation (e.g., Hegel); 

and finally, what we can do without, the dubious and generic doxographies. Rorty sees the first three as combining to 

enable human beings to use the past to cope with the present and the future. 
16

 I am grateful to James K. A. Smith for helping me begin to see this point. See also Rebecca Comay, 

ñInterrupting the Conversation: Notes on Rorty,ò in Evan Simpson, ed., Anti-Foundationalism and Practical 

Reasoning: Conversations between Hermeneutics and Analysis (Edmonton, Al.: Academic Printing and Publishing, 

1987), 83-98, for an assessment of Rorty the conversation-stopper. 
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point, because Rortyôs ñargumentsò are made through large-scale historical reconstructions, he ñresolvesò 

the traditional problematics in ways similar to what he claims the Philosophical tradition has done: 

precisely by changing the subject and redefining them away. The differences are twofold. First, Rorty 

(and, by implication, ourselves) has finally recognized Philosophical problematics and pseudo-questions. 

Second, while the tradition has attempted to do Philosophy by drawing upon witnesses (in the 

Philosophical tradition) to build an argument, Rortyôs retrievals of previous thinkers and his 

appropriation of the work of peers and colleagues are ad hocðwhat Rorty, following the literary critic 

Allan Bloom, calls ñstrong misreadings,ò
17
ðconsciously incorporating and weaving in ideas conducive 

to his own vision even while ignoring or explaining away counterpositions. As such, then, only with 

difficulty can Rorty be critically engaged.
18

 He can always counter that the criticism succeeds only if 

based on the presuppositions which his redescriptions have exploded. Failing that, Rorty can continue to 

change the subject, call upon a different set of criteria, play-off other aspects of the thinkers and sets of 

ideas under discussion, or expand the scope of the story which needs retelling.
19

 At the end of the day, 

then, if Rorty has his way in redefining moral virtuosity as tolerance, there will be no possibility for 

authentic engagement since public conversation can only proceed among those of like minds who either 

already agree on the contours of the story and the validity of the criteria, or have agreed to tolerate 

opposing ideas as private opinions unworthy of public dispute. Is it not, then, Rortyôs neo-pragmatism 

that has terminated the conversation abruptly? 

                                                           
17

 ñStrong misreadingsò are accomplished by textual critics who seek not to understand texts on their own or 

their authorsô terms. Rather, the critic ñsimply beats the text into a shape which will serve his own purpose. He 

makes the text refer to whatever is relevant to that purpose. He does this by imposing a vocabulary ï a ógridô, in 

Foucaultôs terminology ï on the text which may have nothing to do with any vocabulary used in the text or by its 

author, and seeing what happensò (Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, 151). 
18

 David L. Hall makes these points clear in Richard Rorty: Prophet and Poet of the New Pragmatism 

(Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), esp. 4-6 and 138-40. 
19

 Rorty advises: ñWhen you find yourself at an argumentative impasse, baffled by your opponentôs refusal 

to stop asking question which you think you really should not have to answer, you can always shift the ground by 

raising questions about the vocabulary he or she is using. You can point out that the issue is biased in oneôs 

opponentôs favor by the unfortunate jargon which has developed, a jargon which gives oneôs opponent an unfair 

advantage. You can use historical narratives to show why the issue previously discussed is moot and why it needs to 

be reformulated in terms which are, alas, not yet availableò; see Rorty, ñPhilosophy without Principles,ò in W. J. T. 
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But engage Rorty we must, if only at the level of the thought-experiment which follows. To do 

so, however, we need to take Rorty seriously on his own terms so as to minimize the risk of his changing 

the subject, etc. I propose to do this by taking his advise and following out the consequences of central 

neo-pragmatist ideas for religion and theology. The conviction I share with Rorty, and which we both 

derive from Peirce, is that human beliefs are habits of activity, and that the clarity of ideas can only be 

achieved by following out their consequences. In this case, of course, my habits as a religious person and 

as a theologian are going to lead me to read Rorty religiously and theologically. Here, I admit to 

following Rortyôs example of selectively re-reading his ancestors and peers according to his own 

purposes. But insofar as the driving question for me is what pragmatism contributes to theology in our 

(post/modern) world, to that extent, then, I hope to draw constructively from Rortyôs neo-pragmatist 

project. Following out the consequences of pragmatism therefore requires me to take one of those 

consequencesðRortyôs neo-pragmatic visionðseriously, precisely in order to be able to trace the kinds 

of habits and actions which it has spawned and nurtured, and to assess the viability of the pragmatism in 

all its complexity for theology. As such, I seek what Peter Ochs, following Peirce, has called a 

ñperformative solutionò to the question that drives this paper, motivated by the conviction that only by 

doingðin this case, the activity of theologizingðcan the divergent, seemingly contradictory, and 

perhaps broken practices emergent from the religious intuitions of both classical and new pragmatisms be 

repaired.
20

 

 

 

II.  Toward a Post-Rortyean and Post/modern Theology 

 Our goal here is to sketch the contours of pragmatist theology in dialogue with Rortyôs neo-

pragmatism. The ñpost-Rortyeanò locution therefore plays a double-role, calling attention to what a 

pragmatist theology might look like following after Rorty on the one hand, and yet specifically retrieving 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Mitchell, ed., Against Theory: Literary Studies and the New Pragmatism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1985), 132-38; quote from 135. 
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theological discourse against Rortyôs atheistic presuppositions on the other. The result, it will be seen, 

also holds promise for Christian theology in our post/modern situation.
21

 But beware that the strategy 

here is to employ a strong misreading of Rortyôs project for (post/modern) theological purposes. The 

reader will need to determine in the process whether such a reading can be fair to Rorty and retain its 

theological integrity at the same time. In what follows, then, I delineate a post-Rortyean, post/modern, 

and pragmatist theology in five theses, and then raise the question of how such a theological use of 

Rortyôs neo-pragmatism can be justified given his atheistic secularism. 

 The first three theses of a post-Rortyean pragmatic theology derive from his own description of 

pragmatism as being non-essentialistic, non-dualistic, and non-foundationalistic.
22

 Briefly, Rortyôs non-

essentialism is the doctrine that things and realities are what they are only in relationship to other things 

and realities. More specifically, with regard to human beings, they are what our languages identifies them 

to be, keeping in mind always that as our vocabularies change, so also does our understanding of things. 

Here, we are at the heart of Rortyôs nominalism and antirealism (or nonrealism).
23

 As already mentioned, 

there is no getting behind our languages to the intrinsic essence of things in themselves. Kantôs doctrine 

of the noumena was a colossal mistake comprehensible only within the framework of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
20

 Peter Ochs, ñThe Sentiment of Pragmatism: From the Pragmatic Maxim to a Pragmatic Faith,ò The 

Monist 75:4 (1992): 551-68. 

 21
 A good beginning toward a post-Rortyean and post/modern theology is William N. A. Greenway, Jr., 

ñRichard Rorty's Revised Pragmatism: Promise for and Challenge to Christian Theology (With Special Reference to 

the Philosophy of Charles Taylor)ò (Ph.D. dissertation, Princeton Theological Seminary; Ann Arbor, Mich.: 

University Microfilms International, 1997). Greenway provides a very sympathetic account of Rortyôs neo-

pragmatism, and suggests ways in which elements of Rortyôs views on truth, language, argument, reason, knowledge, 

and tradition could inform Christian understandings. Yet in the end, Greenway finds Rortyôs neo-pragmatism 

deficient at key pointsðe.g., his neo-Sartrean humanism; his problematic modernistic assumptions (despite all of his 

diatribes against dualism, his worldview is nevertheless shaped fundamentally by a reaction to/against transcendence, 

and imbued with modernist ideals/notions of individualistic self-creation and self-authentification), and his 

axiological solipsism which leaves him unable to recognize the other as other and therefore does not have the 

capacity to fulfill his vision of human solidarityðand draws from Charles Taylorôs holistic approach which seeks to 

sustain rather than collapse the tensions between immanence and transcendence precisely through finding 

eschatological hope in the Judeo-Christian faith. I will return to some of Greenwayôs criticisms later. 
22

 Rorty, ñPragmatism, Relativism, and Irrationalism,ò Consequences of Pragmatism, 160-75, esp. 162-66. 

See also the three essays in Part II of Philosophy and Social Hope for an elaboration of these features of pragmatism. 
23

 Herein lies the roots of Rortyôs nominalism. Following Wittgensteinôs notion of vocabulary as tools, 

language is similarly conceived as different sets of tools for different purposes: ñFor we nominalists think that the 

realm of possibility expands whenever somebody thinks up a new vocabulary, and thereby discloses (or invents ï the 

difference is beside any relevant point) a new set of possible worldsò (Essays on Heidegger and Others, 127). 
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representationalist theory of knowledge. This leads, second, to pragmatism as non-dualistic, especially 

with regard to the lexicon handed down by the Philosophical tradition. If no valid distinctions can be 

drawn between reality itself and language (or linguistic schemes, or the categories), neither can 

meaningful distinctions exist between phenomena and noumena; between for-itself and for-us; between is 

and ought; between facts and values; between objects and subjects; between ontology and epistemology; 

between the transcendent and the empirical, etc.; except, of course, conventional distinctions for 

purposes of edifying conversation. The web of interrelatedness in which we find ourselves is suggestive 

here of a holist view of reality and of human understanding of it. Here, we come to Rortyôs coherentism 

and rejection of the correspondence view of truth. Rather than getting at the truth or at reality is it is, 

pragmatism as anti-dualism is best understood as ñan attempt to serve transitory purposes and solve 

transitory problems.ò
24

 Finally, pragmatismôs non-foundationalism emphasizes the radical contingency of 

all starting points.
25

 Rorty is especially concerned with undermining both transcendentalist apriori and 

empiricist aposteriori approaches as giving indubitable and certain epistemic results. As a pragmatist, 

however, he denies that either skepticism or relativism ensues since these assume both the 

epistemological representationalism which Rorty denies and a neutral ground from which to discern the 

relativity of all linguistic and conceptual schemes which Rorty rejects as unavailable.
26

 Rather, as he 

repeatedly emphasizes, the cash value of beliefs lie in the habits of successful action they inculcate. 

 From this, a neo-pragmatist theology would read Rortyôs non-essentialism as emphasizing the 

                                                           
24

 Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, xxii. But it is also important to note Rorty does not deny the 

correspondence theory totally. He notes only the triviality of its level of applicabilityðe.g., ñthe cat is on the matòð

pointing out its incapacity to provide justification for large-scale, metaphysical, worldview, and theological theories: 

ñAt this level of abstraction, concepts like truth, rationality, and maturity are  up for grabs. The only thing that 

matters is which way of reshaping them will, in the long run, make them more useful for democratic politics. 

Concepts are, as Wittgenstein taught us, uses of words. Philosophers have long wanted to understand concepts, but 

the [Marxist] point is to change them so as to make them serve our purposes betterò (Rorty, ñUniversality and 

Truth,ò in Brandom, ed., Rorty and His Critics, 1-30, quote from 25). 
25

 Argued in detail in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature and in Part I of Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and 

Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 
26

 See Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, 166-69, and ñHilary Putnam and the Relativist Menace,ò in 

Truth and Progress, 51. Cf. also his claim that, ñ[A] belief can still regulate action, can still be taught worth dying 

for, among people who are quite aware that this belief is caused by nothing deeper than contingent historical 

circumstance,ò is the fundamental premise of his Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (quote from 189). 
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intrinsic interrelatedness of all things (thesis 1). Things exist in a web of relationships, horizontally with 

one another, and vertically in relationship with and dependence upon God. God himself, in this view, is 

intrinsically related to creation, especially as revealed in the incarnational and pentecostal narratives. 

Thus, no thing or reality exists in-, of- or for-itself, as such can only be non-being. Rather, the clue to 

realityôs form and structure is to be intuited from the theological vision of God as triune relationality. 

The ancient doctrine of perichoresis which envisions the divine life as constituted by three relationships 

enables our own transition from an Aristotelian metaphysics of substance toward a trinitarian (and, 

post/modern) metaphysics of relationality.
27

 Things, persons, realities, etc., are therefore what they are 

precisely through their relational configurations. 

 Second, a neo-pragmatist theology would also emphasize the ontological and epistemological 

holism which emerges from Rortyôs non-dualism (thesis 2). Ontologically, the unity of the world is a 

corollary of its createdness by God. Epistemologically, the beautiful, the true, and the good cannot be 

sundered for theological reasons. To be related to God therefore is to participate in the divine life; to 

know God personally in and through Jesus Christ, who is the way, the truth, and the life; and to love God 

with all our heart, mind, and strength, and to love our neighbor as ourselves. As such, neo-pragmatic 

theology would be just as impatient as Rorty regarding the abstract, technical and finally useless jargon 

bequeathed both by the Philosophic and classical theological traditions, especially as mediated through 

the dualistic presuppositions of the modern period.
28

 Alternatively, the Kierkegaardian and Polanyian 

                                                           
27

 The emergence of relationality as axiomatic in contemporary theology is widespread. Representative 

studies include Harold H. Oliver, A Relational Metaphysic (The Hague, Boston, and London: Martinus Nijhoff 

Publishers, 1981); Henry Jansen, Relationality and the Concept of God, Currents of Encounter 10 (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, and Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1995); James E. Loder and W. Jim Neidhardt, The Knightôs Move: The 

Relational Logic of the Spirit in Theology and Science (Colorado Springs: Helmers & Howard, 1992); Ted Peters, 

God as Trinity: Relationality and Temporality in Divine Life (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993); 

Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imago Dei (Louisville: 

WJKP, 2001); and Bryan P. Stone and Thomas J. Oord, eds., Thy Nature and Thy Name is Love: Process and 

Wesleyan Theologies in Dialogue (Nashville: Kingswood Press, 2001). This last volume is a signal of theological 

convergences emanating from the turn to relationality. 
28

 Thus it is that Rorty sees his own program of deconstruction as ultimately curative and healing, as tearing 

down roadblocks previously set up so as to enable our recovery from the wounds of dualism inflicted by the Platonist 

and modernist traditions such as epistemological skepticism, transcendental idealism, absolute idealism, logical 

constructionism, and phenomenology (see Truth and Progress, 109 and 154). On this point, then, Roger Lundinôs 
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notions of personal knowledge become much more attractive, as do post/modern holistic and 

participatory epistemologies.
29

 

 Third, a neo-pragmatic theology would embrace Rortyôs non-foundationalism as depicting 

starkly the contingencies and fallibilism of the human interpretive condition (thesis 3). Conditioned as 

we are by our historical situatedness and fallenness, we see through a glass dimly the light of divine self-

revelation which will be fully illuminated only in the eschaton. The neo-pragmatic non-foundationalist 

conviction suggests that any starting pointðwhether, for example, any of the stools of the Wesleyan 

quadrilateral of Scripture, tradition, reason and experienceðturned into the ultimate theological 

foundation results in idolatrous compromiseðagain, to follow the example, of fundamentalism, 

traditionalism, liberalism, etc., respectively. We should thus acknowledge we proceed from within the 

hermeneutical circle rather than presume to do theology from any allegedly neutral, universal, or 

ahistorical vantage point. As such, life in the Spirit requires that theological method continuously 

negotiate the tensions between Scripture, tradition, community, the demands of reason, etc., rather than 

establish any one as more foundational than the others. This accurately describes our increasing 

awareness of the new era which has arisen in theology. Rortyôs arguments against method can be 

understood as reflecting intuitions that the old ways of philosophizing have broken down. So also does 

the contemporary concern with theological method reflect our own attempts to legitimate the ways we do 

and should theologize in our postfoundationalist (and post/modern) times.
30

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

assessment in ñDeconstructive Therapy,ò The Reformed Journal 36:1 (1986): 15-20 ï one of the few engagements 

by evangelicals of (the early) Rorty ï is on the mark, even if it is more a cultural than substantively theological 

analysis. 
29

 Here the emergence of feminist and environmental theologies as well as developments in the science and 

theology dialogue signal the turn toward holism. See also William A. Dyrness, Let the Earth Rejoice! A Biblical 

Theology of Holistic Mission (Westchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1983). 
30

 The proliferation of books on method in a postfoundationalist world is staggering. I interact with the 

literature and defend a moderate Peircean kind of foundationalism which I call ñshifting foundationalismò in my 

Spirit-Word-Community: Theological Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspective, New Critical Thinking in Biblical 

Studies and Theology (Aldershot, UK, and Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2002). Also important especially in Protestant 

theology is the attempt to rethink the doctrine of Scripture within a postfoundationalist framework; see, e.g., William 

J. Abraham, Canon and Criterion in Christian Theology: From the Fathers to Feminism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1998), and Telford Work, Living and Active: Scripture in the Economy of Salvation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

2001). 
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From all of this, I would proceed further to say that a neo-pragmatic theology enables us to give 

more specific and theologically substantive meaning to the notion of languageôs irreducible centrality, 

especially its narrative structure (thesis 4). Here, I am referring not only to Rortyôs claim that there is no 

getting behind language to any non-linguistic reality, and that its language all the way down.
31

 In 

addition, however, a neo-pragmatic theologyôs hermeneutics of suspicion against the (essentialistic, 

dualistic, and foundationalistic) discourses of modernity sustains the recovery of language as set within a 

narrative framework as a (if not the) primary medium of engagement. Here, Rortyôs strategic deployment 

of narrative redescription is paralleled by the turn to narrative in theology during the past generation.
32

 

Abstract rationalism is hereby replaced with teleological story and personal testimony which is better 

able to recontextualize the biblical genres. Rortyôs notion of ñstrong misreadingò can itself be understood 

as the means through which the redemptive reconstitution of human lives and communities is 

accomplished. The biblical message is nothing if not the good news that our own stories, traditions, and 

memories are not what we have made them out to be, and that because they are given new significance in 

the story of Jesus Christ.
33

 While I would agree with those who see this as an opportunity for Christians 

to re-assert their rightful place in the (post/modern) public square alongside other (communal and 

personal) narratives, this does raise the question of what Rorty calls ñethnocentrismò for a neo-pragmatic 

theology. 

 Given the interconnectedness (theological and otherwise) sketched here between narrative saying 

and doing, the immediate corollary to this for a neo-pragmatist theology is that Christian belief should be 

grounded and judged not by its propositional claims but by its social and communal praxis (thesis 5). 

This reflects two related neo-pragmatist convictions. First, we should change the question from ñhow 
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 Most clearly elaborated in ñThe World Well Lost,ò in Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, 3-18. 
32

 Beginning with James William McClendon, Jr., Biography as Theology: How Life Stories Can Remake 

Todayôs Theology (Nashville and New York: Abingdon Press, 1974), and Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical 

Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974). 
33

 Here, I agree with James K. A. Smith that the biblical story avoids the postmodern critique of 

metanarratives because the latter are founded upon the (modern) confidence in reason while the former are 
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should we describe them?ò to ñwhat should we do about such intuitions?ò After all, the achievement of 

consensus (a communal language of solidarity), if possible at all, will not be accomplished 

philosophically, but practically, ñby acts of making rather than of finding.ò
34

 Second, however, given our 

post-foundationalistic situation, our beliefs and practices are inevitably socially and communally formed 

and influenced. Rorty encourages us to embrace this as part of our unavoidable ethnocentrism,
35

 the fact 

that we possess no ahistoric Godôs-eye-view on things. Theory, in short, is borne out in social, communal 

and liberative practice.  

ñAmen to this!ò the neo-pragmatist theologian should say. I would read Rortyôs ñethnocentric 

turnò as participating in the larger reaction to the Cartesian and Kantian turns to the subject. Here, neo-

pragmatismôs way was paved by the earlier Peircean, Roycean, and Meadean turns to the community, 

even as it finds expression in contemporary socio-ethical and communitarian theologies. But more 

specifically, communities are not only sites of ideas, but also spaces of habits, practices and ways of 

being in the world. As such, the beliefs and doctrines of theological communities emerge from and find 

their justification and warrant in their liturgies, piety, activities and ethical relationships, rather than the 

other way around. In this case, Christian theology in our time needs to be accountable not to some 

standard of rationality or set of criteria extrinsic to itself, but rather to the liberative practices and 

activities of Christian communities.
36

  

Yet at the same time, this awareness of the centrality of communal praxis to theology should also 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

testimonies (of communities) from faith to faith; see Smith, ñA Little Story About Metanarratives: Lyotard, Religion, 

and Postmodernism Revisited,ò Faith and Philosophy 18 (2001): 261-76.  
34

 Rorty, ñPragmatism and Philosophy,ò in Consequences of Pragmatism, xxx-xxxi. 
35

  ñTo be ethnocentric is to divide the human race into the people to whom one must justify oneôs belief 

and the others. The first group ï oneôs ethnos ï comprises those who share enough of oneôs belief to make fruitful 

conversation possible. In this sense, everybody is ethnocentric when engaged in actual debate, no matter how much 

realist rhetoric about objectivity he produces in his studyò (Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, 30). 
36

 Thus the importance here of pietist, experiential, and liberation theologies. In addition, however, mainline 

theological reflection is increasingly acknowledging the centrality of social practices to Christian doctrine. See, e.g., 

James J. Buckley and David S. Yeago, eds. Knowing the Triune God: The Work of the Spirit in the Practices of the 

Church (Grand Rapids and Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 2001); Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass, eds., Practicing 

Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); and James William McClendon, 

Jr., Systematic Theology, Vol. 1: Ethics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986). For my own analysis of McClendonôs 
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sound an alarm since the growing irrelevance of Christian thinking could be due to the fact that Christian 

communities are increasingly secularized.
37

 I am thinking, for example, of our reliance on medicine 

rather than on divine healing; our dependence on technology rather than on prayer; our scientific 

rationality rather than pervasive God-consciousness and piety or transformative action. This being the 

case, the loss of faith is just as much, if not more, a matter of social and communal praxis as it is a matter 

of maintaining intellectual integrity in our (post/modern) world. In fact, cognitive dissonance is precisely 

the result of the failure of the practices of the Church to mediate genuinely liberating engagements with 

the divine. In short, what Christian theism needs is to revision how our social practices might enable us 

to re-experience God in authentic ways such that our behaviors re-vitalize theistic language in our time 

instead of our persisting with such language uncritically, sentimentally, and mechanically.
38

 

At this point, it will be clear that I have accomplished a strong(!) misreading of Rortyôs neo-

pragmatism by bringing it into dialogue with especially recent developments in Christian theology. By so 

doing, I can be said to have either baptized neo-pragmatism for theological purposes or re-contextualized 

theology within a neo-pragmatic framework (or both). I have previously justified such a strategy as 

imitating to Rortyôs own procedure of ad hoc narrative redescription. The five theses proposed are not in 

any particular order of importance or significance, and are not designed as an argument either against 

Rorty or toward achieving any particular goal, except to explore the question: what would theology in 

our post/modern world look like in dialogue with American pragmatism? 

The result, however, raises the question of whether or not a genuine dialogue can take place in 

this way. Can strong misreadings of Rortyôs neo-pragmatism be respectable hermeneutically or retain the 

integrity of theology? This is an important question especially in light of Rortyôs antirealism, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

project, see Yong, ñThe óBaptist Visionô of James William McClendon, Jr.: A Wesleyan-Pentecostal Response,ò 

Wesleyan Theological Journal 37:2 (2002): 32-57. 
37

 I am indebted to J. Wesley Robbins, ñDoes Belief in God Need Proof?ò Faith and Philosophy 2:3 

(1985): 272-86, for the general point I am making in this paragraph. 
38

 See Bruce L. Gordon, ñHolism, Pragmatism and Religious Experience: Critical Reflections on the 

Religious Epistemology of John Frame,ò unpublished paper presented to the Midwest Evangelical Theological 

Society Conference, 22 March 1991.  In this paper, Gordon identifies himself as an evangelical neo-pragmatist. 
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coherentism, and avowed atheistic secularism and naturalism, among other issues. Can a pragmatic 

theology succeed given these presuppositions? Granted that Rorty does not insist on the incompatibility 

of pragmatism and theism.
39

 Yet he is also clear that in his view, ñthere is nothing deep down inside us 

except what we have put there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating a 

practice, no standard of rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argumentation 

that is not obedience to our own conventions.ò
40

 He explicitly says that his own project is an effort to 

ñsee what happens if we (in Sartreôs phrase) óattempt to draw the full conclusions from a consistently 

atheistic positionô.ò
41

 If this is the case, then it is not so much the question of what right we have to usurp 

Rortyôs neo-pragmatism for theological purposes, but rather the question of whether a pragmatism that is 

shot through with atheistic presupposition would sabotage the pragmatic-theological enterprise at its 

roots. Why render theology vulnerable to a counterattack from within the ranks of a post-Rortyean 

framework? Why even begin to ñconsort with the enemyò when we have been forewarned about being 

unequally yoked?  

My only response at this point is that the preceding ruminations take off from Rortyôs ñmethodò 

as much as than they do from the content of his neo-pragmatism. Of course, on Rortyean premises, there 

is no strict dualism between scheme and content on the one hand, nor is there an essence to his neo-

pragmatism which renders it immune to being kidnapped and used illegitimately for theological purposes. 

My license for proceeding therefore comes with that least that warning from Rorty. Yet this thought-

experiment with Rortyôs neo-pragmatism occurs within the larger project of exploring the possibility of a 

pragmatic theology for our (post/modern) times. And the result, for purposes at hand, are the five theses 
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 In ñReligious Faith, Intellectual Responsibility and Romanceò (Philosophy and Social Hope, 148-67), 

Rorty writes: ñépragmatist theists are not anthropocentrists, in the sense of believing that God is a ómere positô. 

They believe that God is as real as sense impressions, tables, quarks and human rights. But, they add, stories about 

our relations to God do not necessarily run athwart the stories of our relations to these other thingsò (156). Cf. also 

Rortyôs sympathetic comparison of Dewey and Tillich in Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, 69-71, and his 

ñPragmatism as Romantic Polytheism,ò in Morris Dickstein, ed., The Revival of Pragmatism: New Essays on Social 

Thought, Law, and Culture (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 21-36. 
40

 Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, xlii.  
41

 Rorty, Truth and Progress, 48-49. 
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proposed above. Can we, however, choose between either Rortyôs neo-pragmatism or its theological 

rendition? Should or must we? If we answer yes to any of these questions, how do we decide? 

Certainly on Rortyôs account, there is no possibility of providing definitive argument for or 

against either proposal.
42

 Each will need to be weighed on the merits of their overall plausibility by ñusò 

(whether it be the liberals in Rortyôs camp or the theologians in mine), according to ñourò best lights. 

Since there is no neutral ahistorical framework within which to adjudicate between these differing 

narratives, we can only proceed from our own ethnocentric commitments. Here, the conversation could 

terminate if further dialogue were deemed either impossible or without value. In fact, even to attempt to 

adjudicate the issues risks shutting down the conversation since criteria for assessment would need to be 

invoked, and such are potentially oppressive mechanisms which sin against the pragmatistðspecifically, 

Peirceanðdictum: ñDo not block the path of inquiry.ò
43

 

But is this actually the case? What if I were to draw upon pragmatist resources to arbitrate 

between Rortyôs atheistic neo-pragmatism and my proposed pragmatic theism? Would it violate the terms 

of the discussion or Rortyôs neo-pragmatism to assess its theological fruits by invoking its own 

pragmatist criteriology? I should think not. In any case, the validity of a pragmatist theological proposal 
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 E.g., ñOn my view, the only thing that can displace an intellectual world is another intellectual world ï a 

new alternative, rather than an argument against an old alternative. The idea that there is some neutral ground on 

which to mount an argument against something as big as ólogocentrismô strikes me as one more logocentric 

hallucinationò (Rorty, Essays on Heidegger and Others, 121). 
43

 Rorty writes (in chronological order): ñOn the pragmatist account, a criterion (what follows from the 

axioms, what the needle points to, what the statute says) is a criterion because some particular social practice needs 

to block the road of inquiry, halt the regress of interpretations, in order to get something doneò (Consequences of 

Pragmatism, xli); and, ñéattempts to erect órules or ócriteriaô turn into attempts to hypostatize and eternalize some 

past or present practice, thereby making it more difficult for that practice to be reformed or gradually replaced with a 

different practice,ò and, we should think of rationality ñnot as the application of criteria (as in a tribunal) but as the 

achievement of consensus (as in a town meeting, or a bazaar),ò to be achieved precisely through civilized democratic 

processes, without referees (Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, 217 and 220); finally, ñReading Kuhn led meéto 

think that instead of mapping culture on to a  epistemico-ontological hierarchy topped by the logical, objective and 

scientific, and bottoming out in the rhetorical, subjective and unscientific, we should instead map culture on to a 

sociological spectrum ranging from the chaotic left, where criteria are constantly changing, to the smug right, where 

they are, at least for the moment, fixedò (Philosophy and Social Hope, 180). While I grant with Rorty that we are all  

historically situatedði.e., without access to context-independent criteria and normsðI disagree that this means all of 

our criteria or norms are unreliable or that they are context-bound. Here, of course, I am presuming, against Rorty, 

that truth is not only whatever our communities of discourse will enable us to get away with. I return to this point in 

the last section. 
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lies in its fit within the pragmatist tradition. In this case, I am answerable not only to Rortyôs neo-

pragmatist community of discourse but also to the larger tradition of American pragmatism. As such, it is 

not only permissible but in some senses incumbent upon me to make my case within this larger 

framework. And, I want to suggest in what follows, there are resources from this larger tradition, 

specifically the pragmaticism of Peirce, which enable us to do precisely what has been accomplished 

above: to salvage what is valuable in Rortyôs neo-pragmatism for a pragmatic theology in our time. 

 

 

III. A Pragmati(ci)st Highroad around the Contemporary Theological Impasse 

 The flowering of Rortyôs neo-pragmatist vision retrieves and build on only select trajectories of 

the classical tradition of American pragmatism. Of the recognized fountainheads of classical 

pragmatismðPeirce, James and DeweyðRortyôs project rejects Peirce altogether, revisions Jamesô 

pragmatic theory of truth, and relies most heavily on (a strong and illegitimate misreading of, some 

would insist) the humanistic rather than scientific side of Dewey.
44

 The result is that some commentators 

identify the two traditions of pragmatism: a methodological and realistic strand beginning with Peirce 

and continuing through one side of Dewey to contemporary speculative and philosophically inclined 

forms of pragmatism, and a humanistic strand stretching from the other side of Dewey through to Rortyôs 

neo-pragmatism.
45

 Because my own inclinations are with the Peircean trajectory, my intention in what 
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 I do not intend to adjudicate the debate concerning Rortyôs relationship to Dewey. For the clearest 

statement of how Rorty sees his own relationship to Dewey, see ñDeweyôs Metaphysics,ò in Consequences of 

Pragmatism, 72-89. For details of the arguments for and against Rortyôs use of Dewey, see Nielsen, After the Demise 

of Tradition, ch. 8; Hall, Richard Rorty, ch. 2; James Gouinlock, ñWhat is the Legacy of Instrumentalism? Rortyôs 

Interpretation of Dewey,ò in Saatkamp, Jr., ed., Rorty and Pragmatism, 72-90; Giles Gunn, ñPragmatism, 

Democracy, and the Imagination: Rethinking the Deweyan Legacy,ò in Hollinger and Depew, eds., Pragmatism: 

from Progressivism to Postmodernism, 298-313;  and Ralph W. Sleeper, ñRortyôs Pragmatism: Afloat in Neurathôs 

Boat, But Why Adrift?ò Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society 21 (1985): 9-20, and ibid., ñThe Pragmatics of 

Deconstruction and the End of Metaphysics,ò in John J. Stuhr, ed., Philosophy and the Reconstruction of Culture: 

Pragmatic Essays after Dewey (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), 241-56. 
45

 The most elaborate argument along these lines so far is H. O. Mounce, The Two Pragmatisms: From 

Peirce to Rorty (London and New York: Routledge, 1997). Nicholas Rescher, Realistic Pragmatism: An 

Introduction to Pragmatic Philosophy (Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), esp. 64-65 and 244-49, also distinguishes 

between what he calls realistic and relativistic versions of pragmatism. Developments on the speculative side of 

pragmatism can be found throughout the pages of the Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society. See also 

Rescher, Methodological Pragmatism: A Systems-Theoretic Approach to the Theory of Knowledge (New York: New 
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follows is to draw him into the conversation in order to see whether there are resources from within 

pragmatism itself to adjudicate between Rortyôs undertaking and my own outline of a neo-pragmatic 

theology. 

 Yet I proceed with fear and trembling, knowing that Rortyôs dismissal of Peirce cannot be 

attributed to ignorance. In commenting on the work of Peircean-inspired semiotician, Umberto Eco, 

Rorty confessed that early in his Philosophical career, his desire to understand Peirce  

led me to waste my 27
th
 and 28

th
 years trying to discover the secret of Charles Sanders Peirceôs 

esoteric doctrine of óthe reality of Thirdnessô and thus of his fantastically elaborate semiotico-

metaphysical óSystemô. I imagined that a similar urge must have led the young Eco to the study 

of that infuriating philosopher, and that a similar reaction must have enabled him to see Peirce as 

just one more whacked-out triadomaniac.
46

 

 

Peirceôs metaphysics was linked with his logic and scientific experimentalismðPeirce was a capable 

astronomer at the Harvard Observatory and physicist at the U. S. Coast and Geodetic Surveyðand these 

were repudiated along with the Philosophical tradition in due course. Rortyôs post-Peircean journey has 

thus led him to acknowledge only Peirceôs anti-Cartesianism and semiotic ñexaltation of languageò as 

being of value.
47

 So far as Rorty is concerned, Peirceôs ñcontribution to pragmatism was merely to have 

given it a name, and to have stimulated James. Peirce himself remained the most Kantian of thinkers ï 

the most convinced that philosophy gave us an all-embracing ahistorical context in which every other 

species of discourse could be assigned its proper place and rank.ò
48

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

York University Press, 1977), and Sandra B. Rosenthal, Speculative Pragmatism (Amherst: University of 

Massachusetts Press, 1986). For a countering genealogy defending the Rortyean extension of classical pragmatism, 

see John P. Murphy, Pragmatism: From Peirce to Davidson (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990). 
46

 Rorty, ñThe Pragmatistôs Progress: Umberto Eco on Interpretation,ò in Philosophy and Social Hope, 131-

47, quote from 134. The fruits of Rortyôs early labors on Peirce can be tasted in Rorty, ñPragmatism, Categories, and 

Language,ò The Philosophical Review 70 (1961): 197-223. 
47

 Rorty, ñResponse to Charles Hartshorne,ò in Saatkamp, Jr., ed., Rorty and Pragmatism, 29-36, esp. 33. 
48

 Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism, 161. Rortyôs charge that Peirce remained a Kantian must surely be a 

conscious mis-reading of Peirce. While Peirceôs lengthy study of Kant as a young man is well-known, that he 

achieved a radical transformation of Kant is also widely acknowledged: from incognizable Ding an Sich to the 

infinitely cognizable; from the ñtranscendental subjectò to the community of inquirers and their subject of ultimate 

opinion; from the transcendental categories to the transcendental modes of inference directed toward the long run of 

cognition (see Karl-Otto Apel, Charles S. Peirce: From Pragmatism to Pragmaticism, trans. John Michael Krois 

[Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1981], esp. ix, and Mark Okrent, ñThe Metaphilosophical 

Consequences of Pragmatism,ò in Avner Cohen and Marcelo Dascal, eds., The Institution of Philosophy: A 

Discipline in Crisis? [La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1989], 177-98, esp. 179). In fact, David Hall has suggested that 
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 But here, I am responsible not to Rorty but to Peirce. And, I would suggest, so is Rorty. Insofar 

as he seeks to cultivate and nurture the edifying conversation of philosophy, he is obligated, especially 

after providing strong misreadings of the tradition, to attend to any forthcoming response from those he 

has (mis-)appropriated. In what follows then, I can only very briefly outline Peirceôs own response to the 

problematic sketched at the end of section twoðregarding the issues of realism vs. antirealism; of 

correspondence vs. coherence views of truth; and of pragmatism and the God-questionðin order to push 

through the question of whether or not the integrity of a neo-pragmatically framed theology is inevitably 

compromised. In the process, I suggest not only that Peirce provides satisfactory responses to preserve 

the possibility of a convergence between pragmatism and theology today, but that he also gives us, in the 

words of Robert Cummings Neville, a legitimate and more viable ñhighroad around modernismò than that 

negotiated by Rorty.
49

 

 So, what would Peirce have to say about Rortyôs antirealism? Now, while Peirce would certainly 

not be the only one to reject the kind of antirealism of Rorty and others following from the linguistic 

turn,
50

 my reading of Peirce for purposes at hand is to invoke his revisioning of Kantôs categoriesðthe 

doctrines of Firstness, Secondness and Thirdnessðas providing the necessary conceptual underpinnings 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

insofar as Rorty has taken not taken seriously Peirceôs reconstruction of Kantôs categories, especially the category of 

the aesthetic, ñit is Rorty who has remained Kantian in a manner that Peirce has notò (Richard Rorty, 70). 
49

 Robert Cummings Neville, The Highroad around Modernism (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992); ch. 1 of this 

book is devoted to an exposition of the Peircean alternative around modernity. See also Neville, ñAmerican 

Philosophyôs Way around Modernism (and Postmodernism),ò in Thomas P. Kasulis and Robert Cummings Neville, 

eds., The Recovery of Philosophy in America: Essays in Honor of John Edwin Smith (Albany: SUNY Press, 1997), 

251-68, and Peter Ochsô lead chapter on Peirce in Ochs, et al., Founders of Constructive Postmodern Philosophy: 

Peirce, James, Bergson, Whitehead, and Hartshorne (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993), 43-88. Other theologians who 

have taken this Peircean route include Robert Corrington, Donald Gelpi, and Cornel West. See Corrington, The 

Community of Interpreters: On the Hermeneutics of Nature and the Bible in the American Philosophical Tradition, 

2
nd

 ed., Studies in American Biblical Hermeneutics 3 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1995); on Gelpi, my 

own ñIn Search of Foundations: The Oeuvre of Donald L. Gelpi, S.J., and Its Significance for Pentecostal Theology 

and Philosophy,ò Journal of Pentecostal Theology, forthcoming; and on West, Mark David Wood, Cornel West and 

the Politics of Prophetic Pragmatism (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 2000). 
50

 See, e.g., Joseph Margolis, Pragmatism without Foundations: Reconciling Realism and Relativism, The 

Persistence of Reality I (Oxford and New York: Basil Blackwell, 1986); C. G. Prado, The Limits of Pragmatism 

(Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press International, 1987); James F. Harris, Against Relativism: A 

Philosophical Defense of Method (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1992); Frank B. Farrell, Subjectivity, Realism, and 

Postmodernism: The Recovery of the World (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994); D. 

Vaden House, Without God or His Doubles: Realism, Relativism and Rorty, Philosophy of History and Culture 14 
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to preserve and sustain Rortyôs edifying conversation. Firstness is pure potentiality, the simple quality of 

feeling, that which makes a thing what it is in itself. Secondness is the element of struggle or of brute, 

resistant fact, that by which a thing is related to others. Thirdness is what mediates between Firstness and 

Secondness, the universals, laws, generalities, or habits that ensure the continuity of the things in their 

environing relationships.
51

 All thi ngs are what they are as only as Firsts, Seconds, and Thirdsðviz., 

having self-identity independent of anything else, having a relational identity in reaction to other things, 

and having a mediational aspect through which it is brought into relation with other things.
52

  

Rorty is correct, of course, to emphasize the web of interrelatedness which constitute us and our 

place in the world. Yet his non-essentialism and nominalism is reductionistic in insisting that relations 

are all there are. Central axioms of Rortyôs vision beg for a more robustly ontological and realistic (rather 

than linguistic) account of otherness than he provides.
53

 The value of tolerance assumes the differences 

between others and ourselves, and ethnocentrism presumes the pluralism of cultures and societies.
54

 

ñWeò finds its contrast only with ñthey.ò But if relations are all there is, then how are others distinct from 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994); and Nicholas Rescher, Realistic Pragmatism: An Introduction to Pragmatic Philosophy 

(Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), all of whom take the antirealism of the post-linguistic turn to task. 
51

 I provide a more detailed reading of Peirce elsewhere: see Yong, ñThe Demise of Foundationalism and 

the Retention of Truth: What Evangelicals Can Learn from C. S. Peirce,ò Christian Scholarôs Review 29:3 (2000): 

563-88, and Spirit-Word-Community, esp. chs. 3 and 5.  
52

 Peirce, Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce, Vols. I-VI, Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, eds.; 

Vols. VII-VIII, Arthur W. Burks, ed. (Cambridge: The Belknap Press, 1931-58), 1.300-53, 5.41-66, and 6.32-34. 

Unless otherwise indicated, all references to Peirce will be according to the convention of Peirce scholarship in the 

form of v.p, denoting volume and paragraph number. 
53

 To be sure, Rorty is not denying that mountains obviously existed prior to human beings: ñBut the utility 

of those language games has nothing to do with the question of whether Reality as It Is in Itself, apart from the way it 

is handy for human beings to describe it, has mountains in itò (ñJohn Searle on Realism and Relativism,ò in Truth 

and Progress, 84-97, quote from 72). Obviously, there are mountains that cause our descriptions of them; not 

obviously, there are non-causal senses in which mountains describe Reality as It Is in Itself. There is here a fine line 

between Rortyôs antirealism and Berkeleyan idealism. Thus Alvin Plantinga is led to write that ñbefore there were 

human beings, Rorty thinks, there was no such thing as the sentence ó2 + 1 = 3ôò (Warranted Christian Belief [New 

York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000], 434). Of course, given Rortyôs ironic stance, it is unclear whether 

he is serious or not about otherwise giving Plantinga and other readers the impression that pragmatic antirealism 

should lead to any other conclusions. Similarly impressions of incoherence are communicated to readers about 

Rortyôs project in Stephen Louthan, ñOn ReligionðA Discussion with Richard Rorty, Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas 

Wolterstorff,ò Christian Scholarôs Review 26:2 (1996): 177-83. 
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 Chantal Mouffe argues that democratic politics is and should inevitably be conflictual since without 

conflict, then, e.g., a Habermasian universality or a Rortyean public consensus would erase difference, diversity and 

pluralism, the former by forcing consensus and the latter by privatizing difference and making it irrelevant; see 

Mouffe, ñDeconstruction, Pragmatism and the Politics of Democracy,ò in Mouffe, ed., Deconstruction and 
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ourselves? Certainly, we are what and who we are precisely in relationship with others. Yet we are also 

not others and distinct from them. What is it that distinguishes us from them, and what is it that organizes 

and establishes our identities in relationship to others? In short Rortyôs account assumes a unity-amidst-

plurality, a self-identity in relationship, a coherent ñweò interdependent with but discrete from ñthem.ò 

He needs to acknowledge that there is self-identity (as individuals and as communities) which provides 

greater or lesser integration of the web of relationships which constitute us (again, as individuals and as 

communities) apart from which our distinctness from others is lost, even while advocating, as he does, 

the fact that the identity in and through which we are is constituted precisely by our relations with those 

(things and persons) that we are not.
55

  

It is precisely this account of otherness lacking in Rortyôs own neo-pragmatism which can be 

found in Peirceôs categories. Firstness ensures that things have their own identity which make them 

different from other things; Secondness results in what James called ñthe pluralistic universeò of facts, 

details, particulars, individuals, exceptions, mutations, discrepancies, discontinuities, fissures, ruptures, 

faults, etc.; and Thirdness ensures that there are generalities and laws which govern the interactions and 

relationships within the pluralistic universe so as to ensure its consistency and predictability (both to 

greater or lesser extents), sustain engagement, and enable inquiry. More importantly, this kind of 

pluralistic pragmatism provides the metaphysical and ontological grounding not only for our everyday 

realist intuitions, but also for a truly methodological interdisciplinarity and communal mode of inquiry.
56

 

In contrast first to the Kantian turn to the subject and the bifurcation of the knowing self and the 

unknowable Thing-in-Itself, and second to Rortyôs inconsistent ethnocentrism and rejection of Things-

external-to-ourselves, Peirce affirmed that real knowledge is achievable as human beings interacted with 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Pragmatism (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 1-12. 
55

 For a contemporary restatement of Peirce on this point, see Robert Cummings Nevilleôs theory of identity 

as comprising, irreducibly, of both essential and conditional features; see Recovery of the Measure: Interpretation 

and Nature (Albany: SUNY Press, 1989), esp. ch. 5.  
56

 See Sandra B. Rosenthal, Charles Peirceôs Pragmatic Pluralism (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), and Beth 

J. Singer, ñPragmatism and Pluralism,ò The Monist 75:4 (1992): 477-91; cf. John E. Smith, ñCommunity and 
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the environments in which they found themselves and checked and corrected their interpretations of that 

interaction with each other as perspectives are gained over time. Here, Peirceôs pragmatism understood 

that we are influenced by things and other persons precisely by having our activity shaped in interaction 

with them. So this acknowledges Rortyôs causal account of languageôs relationship to the world without 

succumbing to the antirealist position. On the contrary, something like Peirceôs pragmatism enables and 

requires us to take both the world and one another seriously.
57

 

 This leads, naturally, to Peirceôs response to Rortyôs coherentist view of truth. From the 

foregoing, it should be discernible that Peirce assumed some sort of coherentism in his insistence on 

knowledge as accumulated communal discovery and wisdom. More specifically, truth is that to which 

opinion converges in the infinite long run. Yet Peirce said much more about truth than this.
58

 He also 

viewed truth propositionally, and that such propositions connect our cognitions with reality: ñTruth is the 

correspondence of a representation with its object.ò
59

 But having rejected Cartesian intuitionism which 

grounded knowledge in self-evident and direct intuitions of external reality,
60

 Peirce realized that while 

propositions emerge from perception and experience and correspond in a dyadic fashion to reality, they 

do not function in that same dyadic manner. Rather, any real proposition, as a semiotic relation, must be 

categorically triadic. In itself (as a First), a proposition is a sign that stands against an object (a Second) 

and is capable of determining an interpretation (a Third).  The interpretation either gets at the relation 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Reality,ò in Richard Bernstein, ed., Perspectives on Peirce: Critical Essays on Charles Sanders Peirce (New Haven 

and London: Yale University Press, 1965), 92-119. 
57

 Apart from which, as argued by Norman Geras, Solidarity in the Conversation of Humankind: The 

Ungroundable Liberalism of Richard Rorty (London and New York: Verso, 1995), Rortyôs vision for a liberal and 

democratic society crumbles. Further, from explicitly Christian theological perspectives, a realistic theological 
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ideological critique and resistance; on this point, see Eduardo J. Echeverria, ñDo Human Rights Spring from Our 

Nature as Human Beings? Reflections on Richard Rorty,ò Philosophia Christi 20:1 (1997): 41-53, and Steve Lemke, 

ñPluralism and Pain in Richard Rortyôs Liberal Utopiaò (a.k.a., ñAn Overview of Rortyôs Liberal Utopiaò), 

unpublished paper presented at the Southwestern Regional Conference of the Evangelical Theological Society, 

Dallas, TX, 27-28 March, 1998. 
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 Much has been written on Peirceôs theory of truth. For starters, see Peirceôs paper on ñTruthò in Collected 

Papers, 5.549-73. Cf. also Robert Almeder, ñPeirceôs Thirteen Theories of Truth,ò Transactions of the Charles S. 

Peirce Society  21:1 (1985): 77-94.  
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 Peirce, Collected Papers, 5.553-54. 
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between the sign and the object correctly or it does not. This is what allowed Peirce to say ñevery 

proposition is either true or false.ò
61

 But any attempt to determine a propositionôs truth or falsityðthe 

dyadic correspondence between the proposition and realityðis another triadically structured proposition: 

an interpretation.
62

 Propositions thus function by addressing and creating in our minds other, more 

developed signs or interpretations, and so on, potentially ad infinitum. A true proposition, meant that  

every interpretation of it is trueé.When we speak of truth and falsity, we refer to the 

possibility of the proposition being refuted; and this refutation (roughly speaking) takes place 

in but one way.  Namely, an interpretant of the proposition would, if believed, produce the 

expectation of a certain description of precept on a certain occasion.  The occasion arrives: 

the percept forced upon us is different.  This constitutes the falsity of every proposition of 

which the disappointing prediction was the interpretant.
63

 

 

This, then, is what allowed Peirce to claim that thought has access to the truth of reality. But 

Peirceôs was not a naïve realism in that he recognized the complex operations of thinking.  He understood 

that the correlation of our assertions with reality takes place not directly but only by means of a semiotic 

process of interpretation.  And this process is a triadic relation between signs, objects, and interpretations 

which arise from various experiential perspectives.  These respects of interpretation yield successively 

more determinate aspects of previously less determinate signs.
64

 As such, it is clear that Peirce realized 

long before Rorty that there is no getting behind language to reality in itself. The difference is that Rorty 

the neo-pragmatist deconstructionist provides no means of adjudicating the differences of interpretation 

apart from, ultimately, the will to power,
 65

 while Peircean fallibilism always holds out the possibility of 

an emergent resolution produced by the continued engagement of the communities of disagreement with 
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 For Peirceôs rejection of Cartesianism, see his ñSome Consequences of Four Incapacities,ò Collected 

Papers, 5.264-317. 
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 Peirce, Collected Papers, 2.327. 
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 Rorty himself actually admits as much when he writes, ñGranted that the criterion of truth is justification, 

and that justification is relative [to audienceôs lights, purposes, wants, needs, and situation], the nature of truth is 

notò (Truth and Progress, 3). 
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 Peirce, Collected Papers, 5.569. 
64

 This is why it does no good to defend the correspondence theory of truth by saying that a declarative 

proposition ñdescribes a state of affairs, and does so by agreeing withðas opposed to contradictingðobjective 

realityò (Douglas Groothuis, ñPostmodernism and Truth,ò Philosophia Christi, Series 2, 2:2 [2000]: 271-81 [272]). 

From a Peircean perspective which agrees with the notion of truth of correspondence, such tactics only beg the 

(Rortyean) question about how we can access objective reality apart from language to check the equivalence. 
65

 Thus Rorty admits that at the end of the ñconversationò between liberals and bigots or between Rortyeans 
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the object(s) of interpretation.
66

 So even here, we see that Peirceôs affirmation of a theoretical 

correspondence between language and reality avoids the undesirable results of modernityôs debates about 

truthðwhether Kantian agnosticism, neo-pragmatic skepticism or even fundamentalist literalismðwhile 

leaving instead the legacy of pragmatism as a ñpragmatic conception of knowledge and value as modes of 

action subject to testable terminations in experience and guided by predictable properties of the physical 

worldé.ò
67

 

But what is needed is a more precise account of how the world or reality measures our 

interpretations truthfullyðin Rortyôs terms, how the environment causes organisms to develop efficient 

and satisfying habits of action. And such an account will not be available apart from a fully developed 

philosophy of nature. Here, Peirceôs scientific realism which launched early pragmatists such as Dewey 

on the quest for a scientific understanding of nature comes back into focus. For Peirce, as for Dewey, 

reality norms human interpretations through our interactions with it. This is no intuitive picture- or 

mirror-theory of truth ably criticized by Rorty. Rather, truthful empirical content emerges in our engaging 

with and responding to the world, and in the ways which it influences and shapes our activity. As such, 

what carries over are the values of the worldôs otherness which we need to register, heed, and respect in 

order for us appropriate and successful habits to emerge. Insofar as Rorty and other neo-pragmatists have 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

and the Nazis, ñWe may both have to reach for our gunsò (ñUniversality and Truth,ò 13-14).  
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 For more on the difference between Peirce and Rorty on this point, see Umberto Eco, ñUnlimited 

Semeiosis and Drift: Pragmaticism vs. óPragmatismô,ò in Kenneth Laine Ketner, ed., Peirce and Contemporary 

Thought: Philosophical Inquiries (New York: Fordham University Press, 1995), 205-21.But is Peirceôs fallibilism 
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simply holds that any particular belief may be wrong and in need of revision, not that all beliefs are necessarily 

wrong. 




