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Introduction

Pragmatism, even if limited to its specifically North American and philosophical trajectories, is
quite diversé.Not only ae pragmatist philosophers working in various adeasy., philosophy of
science, linguistics, logic, social thedrput they are also debating issues of validity and legitimacy
regarding developments within the tradition itself. Certainly it is inevitalalettie 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 |l egacy of
C. I. Lewis, and the ChicagaBool? 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 epragpnatists like Hilary Putnardeffrey

Stout, and Richard RorfyBut this last form of the movement has drawn vigorous responses, including

1 H. S. ThayerMeaning and Action: A Critical History of Pragmatigindianapolis and New York: The
BobbsMerrill 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. Thay enséfpraghmatisnunseans that e sags ligehif | osophi c
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. Muoer&an Pragmatism: Peie, James,
and Dewey{New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1961), and John Patrick Digigpm&romise of
Pragmatism: Modernism and the Crisis of Knowledge and Auth@itjcago and London: University of Chicago
Press, 1994).

2 See Darnell Reker, The Chicago Pragmatist®inneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1969). The
nomenclature of fAmiddle pragmatismo is drawn from Rand:z:
Lat er Pr a obartHolinger amd David Depew, ed8ragmatism:From Progressivism to
PostmodernisniWestport, Conn., and London: Praeger, 19981-207.

’See, e.g., Jon Avery, -PirTahg neactoufain Bbsiosaptical ReseardiBc an Ne o
(1993): £13,Giles Gunn;Thinking across the Aenican Grain: Ideology, Intellect, and the New Pragmatism
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), and Russell B. GoodmaRyagimatism: A Contemporary Reader
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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 individuids Rorty places nepragmatic thinkers outside the
pragmatist tradition altogether.

After the heated di scussions at | ast yearo6s an
Evangelicalism, | was initially tempted to take up the question regardingptivelaries of pragmatism.

Yet | 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 hilree heavily contested concepts or categories: pragmatism, post/modernism,
and Christian theology/How then should we proceeftfeword this paragraph for publication]

My strategy (which details will be defended along the way) will be to begin by tagitigelnee
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 (81). From this, a
sketch of a podRortyea® the equivalat of a posihecpragmati® theology will emerge which can be
seen to dovetail nicely with post/modernist intuitions (82). What this leaves us with, however, are two
distinctive redescriptions of our contemporary situation: one Rortyean and atheologidak ather
postRortyean and theological. | 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 fortii® means to address the theological problematic attached to our
times precisely by providing an understanding and enabling the overcoming of post/modernity (83).

I. Toward the NeoPragmatist Vision of Richard Rorty

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

(New York and London: Routledge, 1998)y focus in this paper will be oAmerican neegpragmatism, rather than
the work of Continental thinkers like Jirgen Habermas and ®#o Apel.

“* On Christianity and, by extension, Christiantheoldgp s a fAheavily contested con
Sykes,The Identity of Christianity: Theologians arttetEssence of Christianity from Schleiermacher to Barth
(Phil adel phi a: Fortress Press, 1984) . I n one sense, eV

other senses, however, Apost moder nilsathaéttention to ¢histebateh ni cal t
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presuppositions would seem to be counterproductiv
pragmatism intersects with Christian theology in our post/modern world. More fruitful, it seems, would

beto chart the ways in which theologians have drawn from and interacted with other strands of the
pragmati st tradition. -Yragmatism nethe neglectadrbgteeologimesforaRor t y
number of reasons. First, over the past generatiorty Ras emerged from the obscurities of mid

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

circles in twentyfirst century America. Even if his ngragmatist vision has not gone unchallenged, his

fameis unparalleled among contemporary philosophers and his influence wideSpseadch,

theol ogyds critical voice needs to be registered
already taking place, if only predominantly amidst the circleb@dblogical liberalism. Yet even in that

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

directions? 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
been consistently deconstructive. In that selmisenespragmatist vision compares with the post

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

utilizing the slashegost/modernisnand 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.
® See, e.g Konstantin KolendaRorty's Humanistic Pragmatism: Philosophy Democratiampa:
University of South Florida Press, 1998Jan R. Malachowski, edReading RortyCritical Responses to
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (and Beyoii@xford and Camtidge, Mass.: Blackwell, 1990); Kai Nielsen,
After the Demise of Tradition: Rorty, Critical Theory, and the Fate of Philos(®dylder, San Francisco, and
Oxford: Westview Press, 1991); Herman J. Saatkamp, JrRedy, and Pragmatism: The Philosophezdponds to
His Critics (Nashville and London: Vanderbilt University Press, 1995); Lenore Langsdorf and Andrew R. Smith,
eds,Recovering Pragmati smés Voice: The Classical Traditi
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1995); JoliPettegrew,edA Pr agmati st 6s Progress? Richard F
Intellectual History(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000); and Robert B. BrandonRedy, and
His Critics (Oxford and Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2000).
®See, e.g., \litor AndersonPragmatic Theology: Negotiating the Intersections of an American
Philosophy of Religion and Public Theolo@gybany: SUNY Press, 1998); Sheila Greeve DavaReggmatic
Historicism: A Theology for the Twenrtiyst Century(Albany: SUNY Press2000); andCharley D. Hardwick and
Donald A. Crosby, edsRragmatism, Ne@ragmatism, and Religion: Conversations with Richard Rdktyerican
Liberal Religious Thought 6 (New York: Peter Lang, 1997), many of which contributoneapmragmatists
asso@ted withthe theological liberalism of the Highlands Institute conferences and seminars.
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as the conversation between deconstructioen and th
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, treepdbsibility 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
betweet heol ogy and Rortyés project, and if so, how ¢
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 shaipdyween the public socimolitical sphere of
human intercourse and the private religesthetic sphere of individual and communal life, religious
ideas are thereby either prohibited from the public square, or admitted only if relatively innocuous
regardig public issues. Attempts to bring religious topics into public conversations are therefore seen by
Rorty to be ficolnversation stoppers.o

But is it the case that only religious and theological convictions end conversations? While not
denying thatthey¢fen do, i n Rortyds case, the charge is se
method. Here, Rorty builds specifically on recent developments in philosophy of gciegceby Kuhn,

Toulmin, and Feyerabeddand in the turn to hermeneutitk both caes, 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 advanseProgress in science and philosophy is understood in this new paradigm not

as constrained externally by either reality {&#gis the sciences) or truth (vésvis philosophy), but as

'See Richard Rorty, -SitRepp @i ,oBhilosophy @ Bdeis jHog@detvi o n
York and London: Penguin Books, 1999), ch. 11.
8 See RortyPhilosophy and the Mirror of NaturéPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 1979), Part
Three. Cf. also his fAScience as Sol Obgaiviy, Reyativisa,andl i Pr a g me
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pragmatically motivated to enable better human coping. (For Rortg, the c e pt At rued i s no
explanatory; rather, it denotes the practicalisal relationship between organisms and environments.) In
fact both disciplines are seen to operate according to differing human conventions and procedures, and
not according to theimwn 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 happiné<Rationality is redefined from beg methodical to being morally
virtuousd i.e., being tolerant and persuasive rather than foré&Tiiie implications for the
conversationd philosophical and otherwideRorty wishes to continue include: transitioning from
confrontative polemics to edifying itkchat; 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 gjet weads 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’
In order to see the implicatierof this move, we need to take a short detour and get augose
view of Rortyds philosophic fimethodod in action. H
the Philosophic (capital P) tradition. Metaphysical, ontological, and epistemdlggi&stions 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 Papetsvsol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge Wersity Press, 1991), 385 and 6377 respectively.

On Kuhn, see AThomas Kuhn, Ro dkilssophyadd SodiaeHopéa5®& of Physi
°Ccf . AKeeping Phil osophy Pur eConségunendesof Rragmatism Wi tt gens

(Essays: 19721980)(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982}318, and AWi tt genstei n,

the Reificati on KsfaysloraHeigaggegaadOthers: PHRasaphioal,Pgpears 2 (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1995]}-65.

“More recently, Rorty has defined mor al progress as
AEt hi cs without PhHiasopimyandsdcial HopZZ90, quite from B2.

"My exposition of Rorty b santa ignolethefachtibaatheiearadable s m does
counterar guments; see, e.g., Timm Tr i pRhimdophical StRlieS2t yds Cr i t i
(1987):1152 9, and Paul K. Moser , fi D o e sPhilbsophital Studieso(lfard) 3l s m Re s t
(1987): 18396.
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access the truth, to accurgted-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 retdélf? 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 medi&tédBis is the case, then
thePhilosophic 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 ca®éh To underrime the tradition, he needs to engage Philosophy
on its own terms and find it wanting. Yet to do s
categories, and in that sense to perpetuate its discSurse.

Rortyods Rhiobophy and the Mirroof Nature(1979) is to retell 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. Bbjiby should therefore be revisioned as one genre of
discourse interconnected with other genres (the sciences intuidettie human conversation, and as
serving primarily private functions of seatiaking and seléxpressiod what Rorty calls post
Philosophical philosophg rather 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

2 This valid Peircean point is one of the primary theseéghilbsophy and the Mirror of Natunghich
Rorty saw as following from the difficulties that the I
AMet aphil 6$§ophiil ¢t alesDiof Li ngui SheiLioguiRihTiudn:dRecenpEssaysan i n Ror t
Philosophical MethodChicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 19639, 1
BRecognition of this dil emmssapenkidagdes and Rleer®4366s cor p u
“For Rortyds redescriptions of philosophy, literatu
Objectivity, Relativism, and Trutii8-92, 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 mirreriaaphors 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 what ever we ma keepingih miRddoth tiyed@dremely misleading
generalizations of the preceding paragraphs and t
the publication oPhilosophy and the Mirror of Natudeclearly he has deployed the discourse of
Philosophy for his own purposes precisely by redeswgiltias driven by inner contradictions. The result
is an exposé of its questions as furestions, and an argument for a gékstlosophical philosophy of
edifying conversation for its own sake. If critics charge Rorty with impropriety in his retellingstioey
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 partZbout?

If other critics then dismisR o r t y-pragmatisnoas 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 Philosomger to make room for

philosophy understood as private conversation in liberal, democratic societies.

Undoubtedly, the genius of Rortyds strategy ha
plus years given the widespread hearing his projecgaiagd. But, ironically, this demonstrates my
point that while designed to fuel conversation in
fiedi fying discussionod coul d |j us®nsofasas veadither t er mi nat

provides nowishes to present arguments for his proposals, how can his views be engaged? More to the

®See Rortyds filnquiry aBudleicotntAxd awn ti DEjéctivigmt: e rAmr étn
Reldgivism, and Truth931 1 0, and AThe Hi st ori ogr aphy Trath andPHrdgless:s op hy :
Philosophical Papersvol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); 221 7The latter piece discusses
historical reconstructions; ratiolnar systematic reconstructionSgistgeschichtas 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 éiseqrand the future.

81 am grateful to James K. A. Smith for helping me begin to see this point. See also Rebecca Comay,
Al nterrupting the Conver sat i oAnti-FoNmodtienalismoamd PRagtical y , 06 i n EV:
Reasoning: Conversationsthieen Hermeneutics and Analyisimonton, Al.: Academic Printing and Publishing,
1987), 8398, for an assessment of Rorty the conversattopper.
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point, because Rortyds facgumehi sboaieamadeciomsodu
the traditional problematics in ways similar to what henetaihe 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-pgaestions.
Secondwhile the tradition has attempted to do Philosophy by drawing upon witnesses (in the

Phil osophical tradition) to build an argument, Ro
appropriation of the work of peers and colleagues are ail Wwbat Rorty, folowing the literary critic

Al l an Bl oom, cal |I'% cdisibuslpimorporating anaveeavinqirgideasaonducive

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

difficulty can Rorty be critially engaged® 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 subiject, call upon a different set of criteria;qiagther aspets of the thinkers and sets of

ideas under discussion, or expand the scope of the story which needs rétallitge end of the day,

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

authentic engagment 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 disputetls not , t h-gagmatidhor t yds n

that has terminated the conversation abruptly?

"YStrong misreadingso are accomplished by textual c
their authorsd terms. Rather, the critic fAsimply beats
makes the text refer to whatever is relevant to that purpose. He does this by imposing a vdcabulang r i dd, i n

Foucaul t 6 si onteertextiwhiah maydave nothing to do with any vocabulary used in the text or by its
aut hor, and seei n@onssdquentes df Bragmatishs1d ( Ror t vy,

18 David L. Hall makes these points cleaRithard Rorty: Prophet and Poet of the New Pragsmat
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), esptdand 13840.

YRorty advises: AWhen you find yourself at an argum
to stop asking question which you think you really should not have to answer, you can alwalys ghiftind by
rai sing questions about the vocabulary he or she is usi
opponentds favor by the unfortunate jargon which has de

advantage. You carsa historical narratives to show why the issue previously discussed is moot and why it needs to
be reformulated in terms which are, alas, nWtlTyet avail
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But engage Rorty we must, if only at the level of the thoegperiment which follows. To do
so, however, we need to take Rorty seriously on his own terms so as to mithieniisk of his changing
the subject, etc. | propose to do this by taking his advise and following out the consequences of central
necpragmatist ideas for religion and theology. The conviction | share with Rorty, and which we both
derive from Peirce, ithat 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 religianslytheologically. Here, | admit to
foll owing Rorty®6s -readinghis dneestors andspedrseaaacording ® hissown e
purposes. But insofar as the driving question for me is what pragmatism contributes to theology in our
(post/modern) worldb o t hat extent, then, | hop-ragmatisstdr aw con:
project. Following out the consequences of pragmatism therefore requires me to take one of those
consequencésR o r t y-pragmatie visiod seriously, precisely in order to béle 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, | seek what Peter Ochs, following Peirce, has called a
Aper for mat i vequestior that drivesthis paper, notlvated by the conviction that only by
doing in this case, the activity of theologizidigan the divergent, seemingly contradictory, and
perhaps broken practices emergent from the religious intuitions of both classicea pragmatisms be

repaired?

Il. Toward a PostRortyean and Post/modern Theology
Our goal here is to sketch the contours of pra
pragmat i s ARO rTthyee afinpdo slto c ut i o n-role, kadlimgattentian wipataay s a d o u

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

Mitchell, ed.,Against Theory: Literary 8tlies and the New Pragmatig@hicago: University of Chicago Press,
1985), 13238; quote from 135.
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theol ogical discourse against Rortyodos atheistic p
also holds promise faEhristian theology in our post/modern situatfoBut beware that the strategy

here is to employ a strong misreading of Rorty®os
reader will need to determine in the process whether such a readingfeartd&orty and retain its

theological integrity at the same time. In what follows, then, | delineate @&paoigtean, post/modern,

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

Ro r t y-pragmatig oan be justified given his atheistic secularism.

The first three theses of a pdgbrtyean pragmatic theology derive from his own description of
pragmatism as being nassentialistic, nodualistic, and nofioundationalisti¢?’Br i e f | ynonr Ror t y6's
essatialismis the doctrine that things and realities are what thegrgan 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 oacabularies change, so also does our understanding of things.
Here, we are at the heart of Ror t®Adafready mentioned, i s m a
there is no getting behind our languages to the intrinsic essence of things in thersalves. 6 s doct r i n

of thenoumenawas a colossal mistake comprehensible only within the framework of the

®peter Ochs, fAThe Sentiment of Pragmati §m: From the
Monist75:4 (1992): 55%68.

2L A good beginning toward a peRbrtyean and post/modern theology is William N. A. Greenway, Jr.,
ARi chard Rorty's Revised Pragmatism: Promise for and ClI
the Philosophy of Charl es Tayl orSeninafy;Atn.Abor, Mth..sser t ati on,

University Microfilms International, 1997) .- Greenway pf
pragmatism, and suggests ways in which el ements of Rort
andtradt on could inform Christian under st a4prdgmatgns. Yet i n t

deficient at key points e.g., his negartrean humanism; his problematic modernistic assumptions (despite all of his

diatribes against dualism, his worldvieswrievertheless shaped fundamentally by a reaction to/against transcendence,

and imbued with modernist ideals/notions of individualistic-segfition and sefuthentification), and his

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

capacity to fulfill his vision of human solidardyand dr aws from Charles Tayl ordés hol

sustain rather than collapse the tensions between immanence and transcendence precisely thmgugh find

eschatological hope inthe Judéch r i st i an f ait h. I owi | return to some of
ZRorty, fAPragmati sm, R €bnsetjuencés sffRragmatisitb0- 75, egp.aléli6onal i s m,

See also the three essays in Part Plofosophy and Social Hofer an elaboration of these features of pragmatism.
BHerein lies the roots of Rortyds nominalism. Foll

language is similarly conceived as different sets of tools for differentpurpas A For we nominal i sts

realm of possibility expands whenever somebody thinks up a new vocabulary, and thereby discloses (bitlevents

di fference is beside any r el &ssaysndn He@dedgger and Othet@d)ew set of

(o]
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representationalist theory of knowledge. This leads, second, to pragmatismdaglistic, especially

with regard to the lexicon handed down by thdd3aiphical 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; betwésalf@and forus; 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 interegla¢ss in which we find ourselves is suggestive

here of a holist view of reality and of human und
and rejection of the correspondence view of truth. Rather than getting at the truth or at reddity is it
pragmatismasari ual i sm i s best understood as fAdan attempt
transi t or?FimradHlye mspondundatonalissemphsisizes the radical contingency of

all starting point$® Rorty is especially conceed 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

epistenological representationalism which Rorty denies and a neutral ground from which to discern the
relativity of all linguistic and conceptual schemes which Rorty rejects as unavaflRalther, as he

repeatedly emphasizes, the cash value of beliefs Ikeihdbits of successful action they inculcate.

Fromthis,anepr agmat i st t heol o g-gssentmlisrh a emphasicingBRe r t y 6 s

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

correspondence theory totally. He notes only the triviality of its level of applicébdity g. , At he @&at i s or
pointing out its incapacitto provide justification for largscale, metaphysical, worldview, and theological theories:
AAt this | evel of abstraction, concepts |ike truth, rat

matters is which way of reshaping them wifl 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 purpasestbgt ( Rorty, AUni ver sal
Trut h, 6 i n R@tyand HdisoQrtjcs1-80] quote from 25).

% Argued in detail irPhilosophy and the Mirror of Natur@nd inPart | of Rorty,Contingency, Irony, and
Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pre$989).

% See RortyConsequences of Pragmatisht666 9, and fAHi | ary Putnam and the
Truthand Progress 51. Cf. also his claim that, #A[A] belief can
for, among people who areitpiaware that this belief is caused by nothing deeper than contingent historical
circumstance, 0 i s t heontihgemcy Bomeand Solidarifguote finons189).0f hi s
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intrinsic interrelatedness of all things (thesis 1). Things exist in a web of relationships, horizontally with

one aother, 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-ijrof- or for-itself, as such can only be nbering. Rather, the clue to
realityés form and structure is to be intuited fr
The ancient doctrine gderichoresisvhich envisions the divine life as constituted by ¢éhrelationships

enables our own transition from an Aristotelian metaphysics of substance toward a trinitarian (and,
post/modern) metaphysics of relationafifyrhings, persons, realities, etc., are therefore what they are

precisely through their relationabnfigurations.

Second, a nepragmatist theology would also emphasize the ontological and epistemological
holism which e me rdgatissn (tfiesiso2jn Orftotogidally, @he unityefrthe world is a
corollary of its createdness by God. Epistemg@dally, 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 thellite|cve God
with all our heart, mind, and strength, and to love our neighbor as ourselves. As symfagmeatic
theology would be just as impatient as Rorty regarding the abstract, technical and finally useless jargon
bequeathed both by the Philosopaid classical theological traditions, especially as mediated through

the dualistic presuppositions of the modern pefidditernatively, the Kierkegaardian and Polanyian

%" The emergence of relationality as axiomatic in contemporary thedlogigéspread. Representative
studies include Harold H. Olivefy Relational Metaphysi€The Hague, Boston, and London: Martinus Nijhoff
Publishers, 1981); Henry Jans&elationality and the Concept of Gddurrents of Encounter 10 (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmansand Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 1995); James E. Loder and W. Jim Neidhdérdt, Kni ght 6 s Move:
Relational Logic of the Spirit in Theology and Scie(@elorado Springs: Helmers & Howard, 1992); Ted Peters,
God as Trinity: Relationality and Temporality Divine Life(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993);
Stanley J. GrenZ he Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imag(.Ddsville:
WJKP, 2001); and Bryan P. Stone and Thomas J. Oord,TégsNature and Thy Naaris Love: Process and
Wesleyan Theologies in Dialog(igashville: Kingswood Press, 2001). This last volume is a signal of theological
convergences emanating from the turn to relationality.
B Thus it is that Rorty sees his own program of deconstructiaitiamtely 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, ialesdikng logical
constructionism, and phenomenology ($eeth and Progress 109 and 154). On this point,
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notions of personal knowledge become much more attractive, as do post/modernamalistic
participatory epistemologi€s.

Third,aneepr agmati c t heol ogy wandatidnalsmds depicting Ror t y 6 s
starkly the contingencies and fallibilism of the human interpretive condition (thesis 3). Conditioned as
we are by our historicaltsiatedness and fallenness, we see through a glass dimly the light of divine self
revelation which will be fully illuminated only in the eschaton. The-psmmatic noffoundationalist
conviction suggests that any starting péimthether, for example, any tife stools of the Wesleyan
guadrilateral of Scripture, tradition, reason and experi@nuoemed into the ultimate theological
foundation results in idolatrous compron@isagain, to follow the example, of fundamentalism,
traditionalism, liberalism, etc., rpsctively. 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 methauuowsty
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 arisehnmb | ogy. Rortyodés arguments agai
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) fimes.

assessment i n fiDeTheRefotmedidourn86:1g1986h B0 b gne of the few engagements
by evangelicals ofthe early) Rortyi is on the mark, even if it is more a cultural than substantively theological
analysis.

% Here the emergence of feminist and environmental theologies as well as developments in the science and
theology dialogue signal the turn towardibol. See als@Villiam A. DyrnessLet the Earth Rejoice! A Biblical
Theology of Holistic MissiofWestchester, Ill.: Crossway Books, 1983).

% The proliferation of books on method in a postfoundationalist world is staggering. | interact with the
literatureand defend a moderate Peircean kind of foundati onal
SpiritWord-Community: Theological Hermeneutics in Trinitarian Perspe¢iN@w Critical Thinking in Biblical
Studies and Theology (Aldershot, UK, and Bagton, 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. AbrahamCanon and Criterion in Christian Theology: From the Raits to FeminisnOxford: Clarendon Press,

1998), and Telford Worl,iving and Active: Scripture in the Economy of Salvati@rand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2001).
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From all of this, | would proceed further to say that a-pegmatic theology enables us to give
more specific and theologically s ududbteaanttaiity e meani
especially its narrative structure (thesis 4). He
getting behind language to any rlimguistic reality, and that its language all the way ddwin.
addition, however,anegr agmati ¢ t heol ogyés hermeneutics of suc¢
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.Rlere, t y 6 s st r at egi c ¢
of narrative redescription is paralleled by the turn to narrative in theology during the past gefferation.
Abstract rationalism is hereby replaced with teleological story and personal testimony which is better
abletorecontaxu al i ze t he Dbiblical genr eods.carorittysdesl fn obte oun
as the means through which tteelemptive reconstitution of human lives and communities is
accomplished. The biblical message is nothing if not the good newsithatvo 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 Chri&tWhile | would agree with those who see this as an opportunity for Christians
to re-assert thie rightful place in the (post/modern) public square alongside other (communal and
personal) narratives, this does raise Pprhgmatiquesti o
theology.

Given the interconnectedness (theological and otheysisdched here between narrative saying
and doing, the immediate corollary to this for a4peamgmatist theology is that Christian belief should be
grounded and judged not by its propositional claims but by its social and communal praxis (thesis 5).

Thisreflects two relatednepr agmati st convictions. First, we shol

'Most clearly elaborated iQonséqliencesof\Rraghatistd@e | | Lost , o
32 Beginning with James William McClendon, Bipgraphy as Theology: How Life Stories Can Remake

Today 6s (Nakheilelara §lgw York: Abingdon Press, 1974), and Hans W. FHnei Eclipse of Biblical

Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth CgniiermeneuticéNew Haven: Yale University Press, 1974).
% Here, | 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 reasbe fehiferare
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shoul d we descri be ddadmud tsa cfrhwh aatt ud it d winds ?we Af t er
consensus (a communal language of solidarity), if posatad, will not be accomplished
philosophically, but practi cal PSecondtowever, givesouo f ma k
postfoundationalistic situation, our beliefs and practices are inevitably socially and communally formed

and influeced. Rorty encourages us to embrace this as part of our unavoidable ethnocetiteigact

that we posses-®yeview orattingss Theory,incsho,asddre out in social, communal

and liberative practice.

AAmen to t-praged Ost heheelbogi an should say. I wou
turno as participating in the | arger reaction to
pragmati sméds way was paved by the eacomnumity, Peircea
even as it finds expression in contemporary setiical 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 atattrines 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 ackooatdb some
standard of rationality or set of criteria extrinsic to itself, but rather to the liberative practices and
activities of Christian communiti€.

Yet at the same time, this awareness of the centrality of communal praxis to theology swuld al

testimonies (of communities) from faith to faith,; see ¢
and Post mod e r Raithsand PRilesoph8i (20@&L ) 264Y6.
¥Rorty, fAPragmat i sOonsequedcestohPragiisas xpxxy., 0 i n
®fATo be ethnocentric is to divide the human race in
and the others. The first groiip n eethoss compr i ses t hose who share enough of
conversation possiél In this sense, everybody is ethnocentric when engaged in actual debate, no matter how much
realist rhetoric about obj eQbjedtiwty, Relativibng and Ffrt@0uces i n hi s
% Thus the importance here of pietist, experiengéiat] 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, &sawing the Triune God: The Wook the Spirit in the Practices of the
Church(Grand Rapids and Cambridge, UK: Eerdmans, 20@kpslav Volf and Dorothy C. Bass, edPracticing
Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian L{&rand Rapids: Eerdmans, 200ahd James William McClendpn
Jr., Systematic Theology/ol. 1: Ethics(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 198&or my own analysis of McClenddns
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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 seculariZétlam thinking, for example, of our reliance on medicine
rather than on divine healing; our dependentéechnology rather than on prayer; our scientific
rationality rather than pervasive Godnsciousness 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 praxia asites
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 Chtian theism needs is to revision how our social practices might enable us
to reexperience God in authentic ways such that our behaviaitatze theistic language in our time
instead of our persisting with such language uncritically, sentimentallynaodanically’®

At this point, it will be clear that - have ac
pragmatism by bringing it into dialogue with especially recent developments in Christian theology. By so
doing, | can be said to have either lizgd negpragmatism for theological purposes oxcmtextualized
theology within a ne@ragmatic framework (or both). | have previously justified such a strategy as
imitating to Rortyés own procedur e obsedhatendtinmc nar-r
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 idialogue with American pragmatism?

The result, however, raises the question of whether or not a genuine dialogue can take place in
this way. Can st r on gpragmatisméearespentaple heonfeneRioallytonyreétaén the e o

integrity of theolog Thi s i s an i mportant question especial/l

project, see Yong, AThe ¢&éBaptist Vi sRhReomtbe ods tlalmeRe 3Np d i g
Wesleyan Theological Journa¥:2 £002): 3257.

] am indebted to J. Wesl ey Ro bditiantsPhilosoih@g:2 s Bel i ef i
(1985): 27286, for the general point | am making in this paragraph.

¥See Bruce L. Gordon, #AHolism, Pr Rafentionsiosthe and Rel i g
Rel i gious Epistemology of John Frame, 0 unpublished pap:¢
Society Conference, 22 March 1991. In this paper, Gordon identifies himself as an evangelicagneist.
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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 theishoompatibility
of pragmatism and theisiY et he i s also clear that in his view,
except what we have put there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating a
practice, no standard cdtionality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argumentation
that is not obedi en’He explicitlysaysthathis awn projechisean éffortdan s . 0
Afsee what happens i f we (i n &aclusionsfronsacprisisteattye) Oat t
at hei st i ¥Ifthpisossttie tasep thed it i® not so much the question of what right we have to usurp
Ro r t y-pragmatignofor theological purposes, but rather the question of whether a pragmatism that is
shot through with atheistic presupposition would sabotage the pragthatitogical enterprise at its
roots. Why render theology vulnerable to a counterattack from within the ranks ofRqgotysan
framewor k? Why even begi n t oavdibeenforewarned alouttbdingt he en
unequally yoked?

My only response at this point is that the pre
as much as than they do from the content of hisgmagmatism. Of course, on Rortyean premises, there
is no grict 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 Idagtwarning from Rorty. Yet this thought
experi ment wprdghatighmamecarswitten the Brger 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

¥ I'n ARelilgj oust Elaliect ual R eRhipmphyandSotial Hope4@bi)d Romanc e

Rorty writes: fAépragmatist theists are not anthropocent
They believe that God is as real as sense impressibies,tquarks and human rights. But, they add, stories about

our relations to God do not necessarily run athwart t he
Rortyds sympatheti c ¢ o mplgectivity,drelatienfi, anD rutfe¥71,amddhis Ti | | i ch i n

APragmati sm as Ro MarnstDicksteir? edlThetRévivdl f Bragnatisrm New Essays on Social
Thought, Law, and Culturgdurham: Duke University Press, 1998)-24.

0 Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatisiii.

“I Rorty, Truth and Progress4849.
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ppoposed above. Can we, howevVv edpragmatisnoooits theolmgicalween ei t
rendition? Should or must we? If we answer yes to any of these questions, how do we decide?
Certainly on Rorty®os accoun tintvetatgienergforios no poss
against either proposfiIEa c h  wi | | need to be weighed on the mer
(whether it be the I|iberals in Rortyoés camp or th
Since there is no méral 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 Valizet, 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 p@agpatsically,
Peirccad di ctDon: ndit bl ock t*he path of inquiry.?o
But is this actually the case? What if | were to draw upon pragmatist resources to arbitrate
bet ween Ror ty@gnatianm danenmyprogosed pragnoatic theism? Would it violate the terms
of the discussion or Rortd s -pragematism to assess its theological fruits by invoking its own

pragmatist criteriology? | should think not. In any case, the validity of a pragmatist theological proposal

“E.g., fAOn my view, the only thing that caimma displac
new alternative, rather than an argument against an old alternative. The idea that there is some neditoal groun
which to mount an argument against something as big as
hal | uci na Essayod Heidegger ang QOthet21).

“Rorty writes (in chronological or dfellowsfromih®n t he pr a
axioms, what the needle points to, what the statute sag®yiterion because some particular social practice needs
to block the road of inquiry, halt the Qorsegueacesof of i nt el
Pragmatism x| i ); and, fAéattempts to erect o6rules or o6criter
past or present practice, thereby making it more difficult for that practice to be reformed or gradually replaced with a
different practicy and, we should think of rationality fAnot as t|
achievement of consensus (as in a town meeting, or a beze
processes, without refereé@3hjectvity, Relativism,and Truth 217 and 220); finally, fARea

think that instead of mapping culture on to a episteraitological hierarchy topped by the logical, objective and
scientific, and bottoming out in the rhetorical, subjective anscientific, 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 | e a skPhilodfoghy and Soaal Hop&8d. While Igrant witk Rody tHat we are all
historically situated i.e., without access to conteixidependent criteria and noréns disagree that this means all of

our criteria or norms are unreliable or that they are coitterhd. Here, of course, | am presumiagainst Rorty,

that truth isnot onlywhatever our communities of discourse will enable us to get away with. | return to this point in
the last section.
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lies in its fit within the pragmatist tradition. In this case, lamanswesmb not onl y t o Rort yd¢c
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, | want to suggt 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 sal vage wh-pragmatisn for apragraatd treeologyaur fRrer t y 6 s neo

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

The f | ower i n-gragmdtist Rson retsiedes and leuidd on only select trajectories of
the classical tradition of American pragmatism. Of the recognized founetails of classical
pragmatismd Peirce, James and DewejRor t y6s project rejects Peirce a
pragmatic theory of truth, and relies most heavily on (a strong and illegitimate misreading of, some
would insist) the humanistic rather thseientific side of Dewe$. 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 philosomitiakyl
forms of pragmatism, and a humanistic strand stre

neopragmatism> Because my own inclinations are with the Peircean trajectory, my intention in what

“ do not intend to adjudicate the debate concernin
¢ atement of how Rorty sees his own r eCoasequemcesdii p t o Dew
Pragmatism72-8 9 . For details of the arguments fAftertheDemiseagai nst
of Tradition ch. 8; HallRichardrty, ch. 2; James Gouinl ock, AWhat is the
I nterpretation of D&orty gnd BragmatisnB2® dt; k &6mp e sJ rGunned APr agmat
Democracy, and the I maginati on: RandDepewkedsArggmatitne Dewey an
from Progressivism to Postmodernisp®83 1 3 ; and Ralph W. Sleeper, ARortyods
Boat , But Tingactidnd of thé Charles S. Peirce Soctyf1985): 92 0, and i bi d. , AThe F
Deconstruction and tJohaJ. Btahd edghilosddiey aral thé Resonstrigctjon of Cutture:

Pragmatic Essays after Dew@lbany: SUNY Press, 1993), 286.

> The most elaborate argument along these lines so far is H. O. Mdinec@yo Pragmatisms: From
Peirce toRorty (London and New York: Routledge, 1997). Nicholas ResdRealistic Pragmatism: An
Introduction to Pragmatic PhilosopHlbany: SUNY Press, 2000), esp.-68 and 2449, also distinguishes
between what he calls reaitsaind relativistic versions of pragmatism. Developments on the speculative side of
pragmatism can be found throughout the pages oftduesactions of the Charles S. Peirce SociSge also
RescherMethodological Pragmatism: A Systeffiseoretic Approacho the Theory of Knowledgblew York: New
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follows is to draw him into the conversatiin order to see whether there are resources from within
pragmatism itself to adjudicate bet weprmagmatRor t yds u
theology.
Yet | proceed with fear and trembl i ne, knowi ng
attributed to ignorance. In commenting on the work of Peirgesmired semiotician, Umberto Eco,
Rorty confessed that early in his Philosophical career, his desire to understand Peirce
led me to waste my 37and 28' years trying to discoverthesecre of Char |l es Sander ¢
esoteric doctrine of 6the reality of Thirdness
met aphysical 0Syst emod. I i magined that a si mil
of that infuriating philosopheand that a similar reaction must have enabled him to see Peirce as
just one more whackeaut triadomaniaé®
Peircebés metaphysics was | inked oweirtehwasaicapableogi ¢ an
astronomer at the Harvard Observatory and pistsat the U. S. Coast and Geodetic Suéveyd these
were repudiated along with the Ph-iPdirceangoprheybbaal tr ad
thus |l ed him to ack®€awtedganosimy aRdi seed st apoct hexa
beingofvalu¢’So f ar as Rorty is concerned, Peirceds fico
given it a name, and to have stimulated James. Peirce himself remained the most Kantian of thinkers

the most convinced that philosophy gave us aeralbracing ahistorical context in which every other

species of discourse could® e assigned its proper

York University Press, 1977), alghndra B. Rosentha&peculative Pragmatisf@mherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1986). For a countering genealogy defending the Rortyean extension of classical pragmatism
seeJohn P. MurphyPragmatism: From Peirce to Davids¢Boulder: Westview Press, 1990).

“Rorty, fAThe Pragmatistds Pr ogRhipsoghyand)Pobia Hopd8l Ec o on
47, quote from 134. The frei tanobeRdtrtsy®&s éar Rorityghom$P
L a n g u &@heg Bhjlodophical RevieW0 (1961): 197223.

““Rorty, fAResponse to Char | eRorythadrPtagniaismP836,edp.33.n Saat k a

“8 Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatisht6l . Rortyés charge that Peirce rema
consciousmis eadi ng of Peirce. While Peircebodlkowndhatpg hy st udy ¢
achieved a radical transformation of Kant is also widely acknowledged: from inab@gDing an Sichto the
infinitely cognizable; from the Atranscendental subj ect

opinion; from the transcendental categories to the transcendental modes of inference directed toward theflong ru

cognition (see KarDtto Apel,Charles S. Peirce: From Pragmatism to Pragmatigistans. John Michael Krois

[ Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1981], es|
Consequences of Pr amgambMaicedonDastal, edshe Mstituteom of Rhibokophy: A

Discipline in Crisis?La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1989], 1798, esp. 179). In fact, David Hall has suggested that
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But here, | am responsible not to Rorty but to Peirce. And, | would suggest, so is Rorty. Insofar
as he seeks to cultivate and nurttire 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, | can only very briefly outline Reie 6s own r espons
problematic sketched at the end of sectiondwegarding the issues of realism vs. antirealism; of
correspondence vs. coherence views of truth; and of pragmatism and the&3tid® in order to push
through the question of whether not the integrity of a nepragmatically framed theology is inevitably
compromised. In the process, | suggest not only that Peirce provides satisfactory responses to preserve
the possibility of a convergence between pragmatism and theology tod#yatiue also gives us, in the
words of Robert Cummings Neville, a |l egitimate an
negotiated by Rort{’

So, what would Peirce have to say about Rorty?o
not bethe only one to reject the kind of antirealism of Rorty and others following from the linguistic
tun®my reading of Peirce for purposes at dhthand i s t

doctrines of Firstness, Secondness and Thirdnasgprowding the necessary conceptual underpinnings

insofar as Rorty has taken not O6skeatesesgoiioes) ye®Ppéeccabt
the aesthetic, fAit is Rorty who hasRichaedRary7Opd Kant i an i r
9 Robert Cummingsleville, The Highroad around ModernistAlbany: SUNY Press, 1992); ch. 1 of this
bookisdevoted to an exposition of the Peircean alternatiyv
Phil osophyés Way around Modernism (and Postmodernism),
eds.,The Recovery of Philosophy in America: Esdgaydonor of John Edwin SmittAlbany: SUNY Press, 1997),
2516 8, and Peter Ochsd | ea douadera @ Canstructva PoBtradderrcPéilosophy: Oc h's , ¢
Peirce, James, Bergson, Whitehead, and Hartsh@itieny: SUNY Press, 1993), 48. Other theologians who
have taken this Peircean route include Robert Corrington, Donald Gelpi, and Cornel Wesirriegon, The
Community of Interpreters: On the Hermeneutics of Nature and the Bible in the American Philosophical Tradition
2"%ed., Studés in American Biblical Hermeneutics 3 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1995); on Gelpi, my
own filn Sear ch Oduvrebf®@onaldila GelpipSs, and isiBignificance for Pentecostal Theology
and Phi Uoureabqf Peptecostal Theawy, forthcoming; and on Westark David Wood Cornel West and
the Politics of Prophetic Pragmatistwrbana, Ill.:University of lllinois Press, 2000).
* See, e.g., Joseph Margoliragmatism without Foundations: Reconciling Realism and Relativise
Peasistence of Reality | (Oxford and New York: Basil Blackwell, 1986); C. G. PrHade Limits of Pragmatism
(Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press International, 1987); James F. Agaiast Relativism: A
Philosophical Defense of Meth@ida Salle, Il.: Open Court, 1992)}rank B. FarrellSubjectivity, Realism, and
Postmodernism: The Recovery of the Wé@dmbridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994); D.
Vaden HouseWithout God or His Doubles: Realism, Relativism and R&thilosophyof History and Culture 14
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to preserve and sust ai Rrstiesss pure paientiality;tife gimplegualityooh v e r s a
feeling, that which makes a thing what it is in its8&condnesis the element of struggle or ofute,
resistant fact, that by which a thing is related to othErsdnesss what mediates between Firstness and
Secondness, the universals, laws, generalities, or habits that ensure the continuity of the things in their
environing relationships. All things are what they are as only as Firsts, Seconds, and& hims
having selfidentity 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 thih things’?

Rorty is correct, of course, to emphasize the web of interrelatedness which constitute us and our
place in the world. Yet his neessentialism and nominalism is reductionistic in insisting that relations
are all there are. Central axiomskbr t yés vi sion beg for a more robus
than linguistic) account of otherness than he proviti€ae value of tolerance assumes the differences
between others and ourselves, and ethnocentrism presumes the pluralisnres emidusocietie®.

AWeo finds its contrast only with fAthey. o0 But if

(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994); and Nicholas Reschrealistic Pragmatism: An Introduction to Pragmatic Philosophy
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2000), all of whom take the antirealism of thelipgstistic turn to task.
*lprovideamorl et ai | ed reading of Peirce el sewhere: see Y
the Retention of Truth: What EGharnigsetliiacna | SSe@éraa0)Léesa re vir e
563-88, andSpirit-Word-Community esp. chs. 3 and 5.
%2 peirce, Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peii¢els. VI, Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, eds.;
Vols. VII-VIII, Arthur W. Burks, ed. (Cambridge: The Belknap Press, 198}, 1.30053, 5.4166, and 6.3234.
Unless otherwise indicated, all referenceB¢irce will be according to the convention of Peirce scholarship in the
form of v.p, denoting volume and paragraph number.

*To be sure, Rorty is not denying that mountains ob
of those language gamkas 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, hdamthmountai n:

and Progress84-97, quote from 72). Obviouslthere are mountains that cause our descriptions of them; not
obviously, there are necausal senses in which mountains describe Reality as It Is in Itself. There is here a fine line
bet ween Rortybs antirealism angda Besr kileelde ytaon wrdietael itshnat Tl
human beings, Rorty thinks, ther eWaranted @Qhdastias BatigNew hi ng as
York and Oxford: Oxford University Pr esssunckdérotether 434).
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
Rortyds nprSdjegpdhte n L o ud Alisoussiofivith RidRad Rorty, Atvin Plantinga and Nicholas
Wol ter€hoiré$fi an Sat(1986):. a7883.Revi e w

%4 Chantal Mouffe argues that democratic politics is and should inevitably be conflictual sincetwi
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,i D e ¢ ocntsitornu, Pragmati sm and t he PbDecandtruicitosandf Democr ac)
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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 distat from them. What is it that distinguishes us from them, and what is it that organizes
and establishes our identities in relatamostshi p t o
plurality,asefi dent ity in relattenskeppndaentoweténbuiiwdosc
He needs to acknowledge that there is-isldhtity (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 Hot.

ltisprecisely this account of -pagmatiemwhilscanbe ac ki ng
found in Peirceds categories. Firstness ensures t
different from other things; Secondness results in what Jamesgaildde pl ur al i sti c uni ve
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 @mmlogical grounding not only for our everyday
realist intuitions, but also for a truly methodological interdisciplinarity and communal mode of irfquiry.
In contrast first to the Kantian turn to the subject and the bifurcation of the knowing self and the
unknowable Thingn-l t sel f, and second to Rortyds inconsiste

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

Pragmatism(London and New York: Routledge, 1996)12.
®For a contemporary restatement of Peirce on this p
as compising, irreducibly, of both essential and conditional featuresReeevery of the Measure: Interpretation
and Nature(Albany: SUNY Press, 1989), esp. ch. 5.
*See SandraB.Rosenthdlh ar | es Pei r c e 6 s(AlPanya3jUM¥ARrdss; 1994), aftbth | i s m
J. Singer, #APr agmeMinisit:4 61998):4P® Ly atc i smJohn E. Smith, fACor
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the environments in which they found themselves @recked and corrected their interpretations of that
interaction with each other as perspectives are g
that we are influenced by things and other persons precisely by having our activity shapeddtianter

with them. So this acknowledges Rortyds causal ac
succumbing to the antirealist position. On the co
requires us to take both the world and anether seriously.

This | eads, naturally, to Peirceds response to
foregoing, it should be discernible that Peirce assumed some sort of coherentism in his insistence on
knowledge as accumulated communal discpead wisdom. More specifically, truth is that to which
opinion converges in the infinite long run. Yet Peirce said much more about truth th&reaislso
viewed truth propositionally, and that uthisechh pr opo
correspondence of a r°éButrhavegrejdctadtiCartesian intuitiomismiwhich obj e c
grounded knowledge in sedivident and direct intuitions of external reafityPeirce realized that while
propositions emerge from perceptiand 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 stayadilsst an object (a Second)

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

Real i ty, 06 i n RiPerspactivds oBReirce: Ciitieal Bssays endCharles Sanders Rblese Haven
and London: Yale University Pss, 1965), 9419.

" Apart from which, as argued tYorman GerasSolidarity in the Conversation of Humankind: The
Ungroundable Liberalism of Richard Rofy ondon and New York: Verso, 1995), R
democratic society crumbles. fitwer, from explicitly Christian theological perspectives, a realistic theological
anthropology provides the needed addition to Peirceds ¢

ideological critique and resistance; on this point, see Eduard . Echeverri a, fADo Human Ri g
Nature as Human Bei ngs ? PRiledophia Christ?0:h @990):mM5R and Bteve LkmkB,or t vy, 0
APl uralism and Pain in Richard Rortyds ILilbteorpailadt,opi ao

unpublished paper presented at the Southwestern Regional Conference of the Evangelical Theological Society,
Dallas, TX, 2728 March, 1998.

®¥Much has been written on Peirceds theorGollesel trut h.
Papers5.5497 3. Cf . al so Robert Al meder ,TrafisBciongottiee@harleEB.i r t e e n
Peirce Society21:1 (1985): 7704.

% Peirce,Collected Papers5.55354.
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bet ween the sign and the object correctly or it d
propositioniseithe tr ue ®But fahgeadtempt to deteré&thme a pr o]
dyadic correspondence between the proposition and @aditgnother triadically structured proposition:
an interpretatiofi? Propositions thus function by addressing argting in our minds other, more
developed signs or interpretations, and so on, potenadllgfinitum A true proposition, meant that
every interpretation of it is trueé. When we sp
possibility of the propositiobeing 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:
thepercept forced upon us is different. This constitutes the falsity of every proposition of
which the disappointing prediction was the interprefant.
This, then, is what allowed Peirce to claim that thought has access to the truth of reality. But
P e i rwasndta naive 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 processtisaalic 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®$igasuch, it is clear tha®eirce realized
long before Rorty that there is no getting behind language to reality in itself. The difference is that Rorty
the neegpragmatist deconstructionist provides no means of adjudicating the differences of interpretation

apart from, ultimatelythe will to power?® while Peircean fallibilism always holds out the possibility of

an emergent resolution produced by the continued engagement of the communities of disagreement with

®For Peirceds rejection ofeBaerstesfiahfRbsOulededseaphicst i
Papers 5.264317.

® peirce,Collected Papers2.327.

®Rorty himself actually admits as much when he writ
and that justifi cat ightsnpurposes,wantsanteedsyamnd sjtuatmnhabeebfitretmic e 6 s | i
n o tTuth &nd Progress3).

% peirce,Collected Papers5.569.

% This is why it does no good to defend the correspondence theory of truth by saying that a declarative
pr op os i tibesarstaté af a&fairs, and does so by agreeingvathopposed to contradictidigbjective
realityo (Dougl as Gr oot hPhilosbphia €Hrisii Seriend, @:2 [2000]: 271 [278])d Tr ut h,
From a Peircean perspective which agrees witmttien 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.

®Thus Rorty admits that at the end oletweehRortygan® nver s a
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the object(s) of interpretatichRSo even her e, wematonefathdoratical Pei rceds a
correspondence between | anguage and reality avoid
truthd whether Kantian agnosticism, npeagmatic skepticism or even fundamentalist literadiswhile
leaving instead the legacyf pr agmati sm as a fApragmatic conceptic
action subject to testable terminations in experience and guided by predictable properties of the physical
worl &é. o

But what is heeded is a more precise account of how the woréhlity measures our
interpretations truthfuly i n Rortyds terms, how the environment
and satisfying habits of action. And such an account will not be available apart from a fully developed
philosophy of nature. Her, Peirced6s scientific realism which | a
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.ig Inis intuitive pictureor
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 carriesove ar e the values of the worl ddés otherness v

order for us appropriate and successful habits to emerge. Insofar as Rorty and einagmeadists have

and the Nazi s, AWe may both have to-l#)each for our guns«
% For more on the difference between Peirce and Rorty on this poitd,sdee r t o Eco, AUNl i mi t
Semeiosis and Dri ft :snPr,adg mant iKcei nsnne tAerce adl Rortegifwarynier , ed. ,
Thought: Philosophical Inquirie€New York: Fordham University Press, 1995), ZBBut i s Peirceds f al
viciously incoherent since such a claim regarding fallibilism would have tobeinfd | e it sel f? Rortyo6s
that, fAThe question of whtheatithseot a rdfitable popicsgteekittueistiusav i ew o f t
guestion about whetherapdsth i | osophi cal cul t urGenséqeencas ofgroatdsmklii).i ng t o t
Peirce himself avoided this charge by describing the doctrine of fallibilism not as a truth claim (a proposition or
belief) but as a defining condition of propositions: @l
infallible truth. Not at all; it is a mere definition. | do not say that it is infallibly true that there is any belief to which a
person would come if he were to carry his inquiries far enough. | can only say that that alone is what | call Truth. |
cannot infallily know thattherésany trut hdo; see Peircebs |l etter to Lady
Hardwick, ed. Semiotic & Significs: The Correspondence between Charles S. Peirce and Victoria Lady Welby
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977), 78;liti cs Pei rceods. My own response i

simply holds that any particular belief may be wrong and in need of revision, not that all beliefs are necessarily
wrong.






