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 Abstract: This paper introduces and critically analyses Richard Rorty’s neo-
pragmatism as a contribution to the philosophy of social sciences. Although Rorty has 
written little about philosophy of social sciences as such, it is argued that his overall 
philosophical position has significant ramifications for this subject area. The first part 
of the paper sets out the implications of Rorty’s neo-pragmatism for various issues in 
the philosophy of social sciences, for instance, the doctrine of naturalism, the 
nineteenth century Methodenstreit, the philosophical tenets of Marxism, and the 
relatively recent wave of post-structuralism. The second part of the paper presents a 
constructive critique of Rorty’s neo-pragmatist philosophy of social sciences. 
Although critical of some aspects of Rorty’s argument, it is argued that his stance 
could provide a base for a fruitful view of social sciences, aiming at enlarging human 
potentialities rather than representation. 
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 Pragmatism has had a significant impact on the social sciences. We only have 
to think of G.H. Mead’s legacy in social psychology and social theory, John Dewey’s 
influence on educational theory, James’ on psychology, and the role of Peirce in 
contemporary critical theory. These are just a few examples. But against this stands 
the relative silence on the part of the community of social scientists vis-à-vis Rorty’s 
neo-pragmatism. There are, of course, exceptions, but on the whole Rorty’s impact on 
the social sciences has been negligible compared to his influence in, for instance, 
literary theory and political philosophy. The reason why Rorty’s work has not been 
adopted by social scientists is an interesting topic in itself but not one that will be 
dealt with here. Rather, the aim of this article is to explore the relevance of Rorty’s 
work for the social sciences, in particular for the philosophy of the social sciences. 
The argument is twofold. Firstly, we explore Rorty’s explicit reflections on 
philosophy and methodology of the social sciences as well as the ramifications of 
Rorty’s other writings for this particular field of inquiry. Secondly, we assess the 
strengths and weaknesses of his arguments. Although critical of some of Rorty’s 
arguments, we argue that his work provides a stepping stone for a promising non-
representational philosophy of social sciences. 
 
 Rorty’s Philosophy of Social Sciences 
 

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature Rorty questioned the assumption 
underlying epistemology that all contributions to a particular object of inquiry are 
‘commensurable’. To assume commensurability is to presuppose that it is possible to 
detect a set of rules that allow us to judge between conflicting knowledge-claims. 
Epistemologists may of course differ in where they locate that common ground. 
Cartesians may think that this common ground lies in the mind, those following Kant 
will position it in the forms, whilst analytical philosophers may point at language. In 
contrast, hermeneutics promotes conversation as an exchange between different 
positions. Like epistemology, it entails the hope for agreement but without the 
assumption that there is a common ground prior to the conversation. The traditional 



view is that epistemology and hermeneutics cover different aspects of culture: 
epistemology provides a secure base for the superior, objective aspects of culture, 
whereas hermeneutics deals with its lesser, ‘non-cognitive’ manifestation. In this 
view, epistemology and hermeneutics seem to carve up culture between them: 
epistemology is about detecting the key to the success of the ‘natural’ sciences, whilst 
hermeneutics is happy to assist the poetry, rhetoric and vision that makes up the 
humanities. Rorty’s point is that there is no one-to-one relationship between the type 
of philosophy and domain of inquiry. There are certain periods when hermeneutics is 
perfectly applicable to the natural sciences and epistemology to poetry. It all depends 
on whether the discourses are ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’. Normal discourse is one in 
which there is a consensus about how to adjudicate between conflicting claims - an 
agreement that is entirely missing in periods dominated by abnormal discourse. When 
confronted with the latter, hermeneutics is our best hope for agreement. In the case of 
the former, epistemology is the answer (Rorty, PMN: 315-322). 

 
In the light of the above, it is not surprising that Rorty is sceptical of those 

attempts to uncover the ‘reliable method’ of science, let alone ‘the one reliable 
method for reaching the truth about the nature of things’. This is not to say that he 
does not subscribe to an experimental, fallibilist attitude to science. He does, but he 
feels that is impossible to identify the method that epitomises (or does most justice to) 
this attitude. (Rorty, PP1: 64-66) To take an experimental, fallibilist attitude is not to 
assume that empirical evidence or ‘hard facts’ provide final answers when deciding 
how to describe the world. From Quine and Putnam (and, to some extent, Kuhn), 
Rorty learns that new pieces of evidence are incorporated in existing webs of belief. 
They might, of course, eventually lead to readjustment of these webs of belief, and 
Rorty actually suggests that the researchers consider reweaving the web of beliefs in 
the light of the new beliefs acquired. (Rorty, PP1: 66-68) But the point is that, 
according to the holistic form of pragmatism advocated by Rorty, new pieces of 
evidence do not simply impose themselves onto the researchers; they are always 
interpreted in the light of what is already known. Notice also that Rorty insists that his 
cautious guideline (that it might be useful to see whether conceptual adjustment needs 
to be made in the light of new insights) is not another call for the ‘one reliable 
method’.  “The one piece of advice would only entail the other if experience had 
shown that having a conscious epistemological view were always an efficient 
instrument for readjusting old beliefs to new. But experience does not show this, any 
more than it shows the opposite.” (Rorty, PP1: 68) 
 

In his mission against the myth of the reliable method, Rorty finds inspiration 
in the work of Thomas Kuhn. Rorty has always had a great admiration for Kuhn’s 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions. He regards Kuhn not simply as a historian of 
science, but as a philosopher, mainly because Kuhn managed to make us think in a 
novel way about science and scientific activities. In this new view, natural scientists 
do not have a privileged access to reality or to truth. (Rorty, PSH: 175-178) The 
Platonic distinction between logic and rhetoric is undermined, because scientific 
revolutions do not subscribe to some neutral, universal algorithm; with every 
revolution the criteria of relevance and truth are being adjusted. Rorty is, however, not 
an unqualified admirer of Kuhn, and he spends some time assessing the validity of 
Kuhn’s critics. His verdict is a balanced one. On the one hand, Rorty regards the core 
of the controversy between Kuhn and his critics as centring on the question whether 
the forms of argumentation in science are different from patterns of argument 



regarding ‘practical’ or ‘aesthetic’ matters. He points out that Kuhn’s writings suggest 
that there is no difference, and Rorty certainly argues so himself (Rorty, PMN: 322-
333). On the other hand, like Kuhn’s critics, Rorty distances himself from the more 
idealist passages in The Structure of Scientific Revolution where scientists are 
portrayed as perceiving the world differently after a scientific revolution. This is 
unfortunate because it means that most commentators failed to appreciate the 
importance of the overall argument of the book (Rorty, PMN: 324-326). 
 

Kuhn’s work leads in itself to a paradigm shift; it makes certain questions 
redundant. We should no longer be preoccupied by questions like ‘which method is 
intrinsic to science?’ and mutatis mutandis by queries like ‘How can we model the 
social sciences onto a scientific footing?’ Some have tried to answer the first question 
by claiming that science allows for accurate predictions, and surely what we now call 
‘science’ does precisely this. But we should not conflate its current meaning with 
some putative essence. All that has happened is that over the centuries the ability to 
make successful predictions has become a more important criterion for adjudicating 
scientific research (Rorty, PSH: 178-180).  A slightly more convincing answer to the 
same question, but still a flawed one, is to say that what distinguishes scientific from 
other activities is that their knowledge claims rest upon a consensus amongst non-
coerced inquirers about who has succeeded and who has failed. However, Kuhn has 
shown that the criteria of successful research change through time, and that there is 
sometimes a lack of a clear single criterion. We also know that the larger the number 
of criteria of success and the less clarity about what are significant criteria, the less 
agreement is possible about what counts as success. The solution lies in re-charting 
our culture. Rather than mapping culture in terms of a hierarchy between the objective 
natural sciences and the defective humanities, it makes more sense to describe culture 
in terms of a spectrum ranging from the non-consensual to the consensual. The natural 
sciences are often on the consensual side of the spectrum but during revolutionary 
periods they veer to the other side. Not every discipline can be categorised as either 
consensual or non-consensual forever: in contrast with today, seventeenth century 
philosophy and physics very much lacked agreement, and literary criticism was 
precisely the opposite. (Rorty, PSH: 178-181) 
 

Rorty’s reading of Kuhn has significant repercussions for the social sciences. 
Since the Enlightenment, and especially since Kant, the practice of the natural 
sciences were considered to be a model for acquiring secure knowledge, one to be 
emulated by the remainder of our culture (Rorty, PMN: 322-323). From J.S. Mill to 
Popper, philosophers of science tried to uncover the key to the success of the natural 
sciences, the method that underlies their activities, that distinguishes them from other 
forms of knowledge acquisition, and that guarantees their incessant progress. They 
suggest the social sciences follow the very same methodological guidelines that 
secured such significant advancement in the natural sciences, or alternatively that, 
given the different ontology between the social and the natural, the social sciences 
follow different guidelines that nevertheless ensure equally ‘objective’ knowledge. 
Assuming Rorty is right that there is no neutral algorithm in the natural sciences save 
a post factum and a Whiggish one1, then the pursuit of a similar ideal in the social 
sciences seems to be ill conceived. Assuming Rorty is right that Kuhn showed 
convincingly that there is no single unifying method which underscores all successful 
                                                                 
1 This refers to an epistemology congruent with the winning sides of scientific debates. See also Rorty 
(PP1: 67-69; PMN: 322-324). 



scientific activities and distinguishes them from other, lesser activities, then the 
question whether social scientists employ the ‘right’ methods and are ‘scientific’ 
enough seem to be less pressing. Rorty recognises this himself, and writes about 
‘Kuhnianisation’ to refer to the process by which there is a growing acceptance that 
there is no single method for success and that the criteria for good work change 
through time. This is as visible a trend in the social sciences as it is in philosophy 
(Rorty, PSH: 180-182). 
 
 Rorty spends great length discussing the Methodenstreit, the struggle between 
naturalist and anti-naturalist approaches. Rorty’s reconstruction of that dispute, as it 
took place at the end of the nineteenth century, is close to the way in which it has 
traditionally been presented. There are, first of all, those who argue that historians and 
social scientists should emulate the natural sciences. This means, in practice, 
promoting the shibboleth of value-neutrality: the values of the historian or sociologist 
should not interfere with their investigations. Instead they ought to aim at presenting 
the social entirely in descriptive terms so as to infer predictive generalisations. There 
are, secondly, those who argue that the nature of the social is different from the 
natural and that, by virtue of that difference, the Geisteswissenschaften require a 
method distinct from the one adopted by the Naturwissenschaften. The ontological 
features of the social call for the use of the ‘hermeneutic’ method, which does not 
assume value-neutrality. More recently, it has been fashionable to rephrase the 
juxtaposition between naturalist and anti-naturalist approaches in terms of  
‘explanation’ versus ‘understanding’, but Rorty is of the opinion that, although an 
improvement, this rephrasing does not make a huge difference.  The assumption is 
still that there is a valid dispute about the right kind of method (Rorty, CP: 195-196). 
 

This is precisely where Rorty disagrees with both sides of the debate. For him 
the controversy is an ill-conceived one, because it is not actually about method. 
Debates about method would require a common goal, and this is absent here. It would 
be preposterous to hold that naturalist and anti-naturalist ‘readings’ of the social have 
the same objective; they obviously do different things. Whether either position is a 
plausible route to take depends on what we want to achieve. If we want to predict and 
control, naturalist approaches will do; if we want to treat human beings as moral 
individuals, then surely anti-naturalist approaches are called for (Rorty, CP:196-197) 
The two approaches, the naturalist and the anti-naturalist, share the erroneous view 
that accomplishing one is a steppingstone for achieving the other. Naturalists assume 
that to predict and control help to make moral judgements; anti-naturalists believe that 
to treat humans in a moral and just way facilitate steering and predicting. Both are 
wrong, in Rorty’s view. There is no intrinsic link between the two requirements, one 
does not entail the secret password to the other, and it is therefore foolish to debate 
whether explanation or prediction are more appropriate without specifying what aims 
we want to obtain (Rorty, CP: 197-198; PP1: 78-92). 

 
 Some authors make the case for a hermeneutically inspired social science by 
pointing out the ontological differences between nature and the social. They argue 
that the social realm is governed by meaning in ways in which nature is not, and that 
these ontological differences are so vast that they call for methodological differences. 
Rorty objects to this way of reasoning. The gist of his argument is that it is not 
possible to invent an appropriate vocabulary for the social that cannot also be used 
effectively for treating the natural world, and that the interpretative methods have 



been employed with success in the natural sciences (Rorty, CP: 198-200). For 
instance, although it is convincing to say, as hermeneutics does, that we learn about 
people and cultural items by looking at their relationship with other people or 
artefacts, it is equally plausible that we find out about a puzzling fossil by 
investigating its relationship with other fossils. It is precisely this interpretative 
method that paleontology employed before the discipline became ‘normalised’. 
Researchers in the natural sciences have, in the past, often relied on ‘intepretative’ 
methods in that they invoked a vocabulary that made intelligible new objects by 
relating them to more familiar objects. Only later, when normal science came into 
play, did the natural scientists abandon these holistic interpretative methods. The 
hermeneutic assumption that somebody’s own vocabulary is the best one for 
understanding what he or she is up to is just another version of the wide-spread 
fallacy that science ought to adopt the same vocabulary as the one which the universe 
employs to explain itself to itself. Against Charles Taylor and other hermeneutic 
authors, we have to acknowledge that people’s accounts could be so obviously false 
that they are to be dismissed. This is not to say that it is unwise to ask people about 
their motives. We should ask them, not to find some ‘true meaning’, but simply 
because the people might be able to provide an adequate vocabulary and, if so, asking 
them would save time compared to designing a vocabulary ourselves (Rorty, CP: 200-
203). 
 

Rorty is highly critical of Marxist theories of society, and this is apparent in 
two recent publications, ‘The end of Leninism, Havel, and social hope‘ and ‘Failed 
prophecies, glorious hopes’ (Rorty, PP3: 228-246; PSH: 201-209). Rorty recognises 
that Marx inspired many significant political movements, which in turn have achieved 
a lot. But he remains sceptical of Marx’s thought on two accounts. The first critique 
relies on the pragmatist view of history. He laments the extent to which Marxism is 
embedded in the nineteenth century Zeitgeist, in particular its attempt to uncover iron 
laws of societal evolution and its quasi-religious belief that knowledge of historical 
patterns will empower people to anticipate the future. Rorty is highly critical of the 
view that the past holds the magical key for a better future and that the laws of history 
will hold forever as they have always done in the past. In this context, Rorty is 
obviously influenced by the pragmatist view of history, which entails what G.H.Mead 
so aptly called the notion of the ‘incurable contingency of the future’. Almost a 
century ago, Dewey and Mead introduced their pragmatic notion of history as 
antithetical to any eschatological view of history. Armed with notions like the 
‘emergent present’ and ‘novelty’, the pragmatic view of history was meant to oppose 
Hegelian attempts at ‘world history’, and, likewise, Rorty feels there is very little to 
be learnt from these all-embracing theories of history. Rorty’s second critique seems 
indebted to Popper and Fukuyama, although it is still compatible with a pragmatist 
view of the world. This critique of Marxism focuses on its empirical refutations; it has 
a philosophical and a practical component. The philosophical component is 
exemplified by the extent to which Rorty is alarmed by the irrefutable nature of 
Marx’s prophecies. Like Popper, he is convinced that a theory that hardly excludes 
anything ultimately fails to explain properly. But Rorty pays more attention to the 
practical dimension. It would be irresponsible to disregard the empirical evidence 
that, in practice, Marxism has inspired and excused various unpleasant regimes. Like 
Popper and Berlin (and, of course, like Dewey), Rorty believes that these totalitarian 
states cannot be dismissed as mere aberrations, unfortunate accidents of history, but 
are indicative that there is something wrong with the theory itself. Fukuyama is right 



to point out that the fall of the Berlin wall was the final blow to the belief that a 
centrally planned society, as envisaged by Marx, was a workable model. Of course, 
pragmatists do not need elaborate theoretical constructions to rebuff Marxism. The 
fact that history has shown Marxist theories not to work is a sufficient reason to 
abandon them (Rorty, PP3: 228-243). 

 
Rorty is not saying that The Communist Manifesto and other writings by Marx 

are archaic documents and can be discarded. We should still read his works, and we 
should do so thoroughly. We should still teach Marx to our students; there is a lot of 
depth in his works. He was remarkably perceptive in uncovering and explaining the 
exploitation and alienation intrinsic to the capitalist mode of production. He was able 
to show how religion and other ideologies managed to mask the vast inequalities of 
contemporary society and thereby attempted to justify the unjustifiable. His writings 
have led people to act and to pursue various worthwhile goals, which in turn have led 
to more equality and justice in society. So, Marx is a pivotal intellectual figure, whose 
work, for all its misuses, has helped to shape society for the better (Rorty, PSH: 201-
207). The question, then, is not whether to read his writings but how to read them, 
how to read them in the light of our experiences today. The question is not who the 
real Marx was but which Marx is relevant for today. Rorty makes two suggestions. 

 
Firstly, instead of seeing The Communist Manifesto as an attempt at a faithful 

depiction of historical processes, we should read it as a magnificent expression of 
hope for a more humane future. Rather than treating Marx as someone who purported 
to have found the key that opens the door to both our history and destiny, we should 
extract the utopian elements and the humanity from his work. Secondly, Rorty 
describes the transition towards a modern society as accompanied by a tendency to 
treat the past and future as discontinuous - to imagine what is neither present, nor has 
ever been. This view of modernity is indeed a recurrent theme in American 
pragmatism, one articulated vividly by Mead in his Movements of Thought in the 
Nineteenth Century and Philosophy of the Present. Rorty points out that, from this 
perspective, The Communist Manifesto is a transitional work. On the one hand, it 
epitomises this new philosophy of hope. It is a magnificent example of the realisation 
that the future is not closed, but made by people, and that people cannot escape the 
responsibility to make the future more just and equal than the past. On the other hand, 
the book also incorporates some outdated notions of history as if the future owes 
something to the past, as if people’s agency pales into significance against the iron 
laws of history (Rorty, PP3: 239-243; PSH: 208-209). 
 
 Rorty’s critique of Marxism is consistent with what he regards to be a viable 
agenda for the ‘American Left’. Rorty describes the twentieth century history of the 
American Left in two stages, with first the ‘Reformist Left’, and from the 1960s 
onwards the ‘New Left’. The former category refers to enlightened liberals like John 
Dewey, the latter to Marxist inspired intellectuals like C.Wright Mills and Christopher 
Lash (Rorty, AC: 1-72). Given his reservations vis-à-vis Marxism, it is not surprising 
that Rorty’s sympathies lie with the Reformist Left. For Rorty, Dewey and other 
representatives of this strand represent tolerance and exude liberal and democratic 
values, whereas most members of the New Left were Marxist and doctrinaire. The 
New Left ignored the political and intellectual riches brought by the previous 
generation and they therefore failed to acknowledge the radical potential in American 
culture (Rorty, PP1: 76-77). Instead, they advocated a culture of self-loathing and 



‘knee-jerk liberalism’: the United States was portrayed as the source of injustice and 
inequality across the world. Rorty is at pains not to be seen as underestimating the 
achievements of the New Left.  He reckons that if the New Left would not have been 
as effective as it was, if people would not have demonstrated and rallied as they did, 
the Vietnam War would have taken much longer (Rorty AC: 65-68). There are many 
other achievements. But the failure of the New Left was to be oblivious to the 
American tradition of a ‘Deweyan, pragmatic participatory Left’ and this explains 
why it was never able to appeal to a broader liberal constituency. 
 

It is, then, not entirely surprising that the New Left culminated in the ‘Cultural 
Left’, an odd blend of Marxist theory and postmodernism, that infiltrated literature 
and cultural studies departments. Members of the Cultural Left draw on the work of a 
number of French theorists, in particular Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, and 
they see themselves as new progressive force, as vanguards of an imminent politico-
cultural revolution. In reality, they are anything but politically vibrant. They use a 
highly self-referential discourse devoid of any social or political significance. Their 
works are ridiculously abstract, only meaningful within a narrow academic context, 
and ultimately without political vision, without hope (Rorty, AC: 75-107). 
 

Rorty is even more sceptical of the Cultural Left than the New Left, and he 
puts forward two types of criticism. Firstly, whereas the New Left was politically 
active, most contemporary literary and culture critics are mere spectators. The 
Cultural Left tends to ‘Gothicise’ the social world in that they invoke preternatural 
forces, all-embracing Foucauldian power networks that people cannot recognise, 
resist or avoid. Whilst the belief in these ubiquitous power relations jeopardises any 
urge to act politically and reduces the intellectual to the role of spectator, the Cultural 
Left takes its Derrida-inspired readings as political acts. However, these 
deconstructionist readings, the ones that ‘problematise’ or ‘call into question’ 
‘traditional concepts and distinctions’, are anything but political acts. Any practice of 
some complexity contains internal tensions but there is no point in displaying them 
unless there is an attempt to resolve them. These postmodern readings are, if anything, 
symptomatic of the paralysed nature of the Cultural Left, inward looking as it is, 
unable to reach out, incapable to operate effectively in the political arena (PP1: 14-16; 
PSH: 75-107). Secondly, Rorty has serious reservations about the value of the 
intellectual products. He is scornful of the way in which literary critics routinely read 
texts through a rigid lens with the sole intention of illustrating the applicability of 
their framework and with the undesirable effect of reiterating the very same frame of 
reference (Rorty, PSH: 131-147). Whether the lens is deconstructionism or queer 
theory, feminism or Foucauldian, the interpreter is never surprised or affected by what 
is being interpreted. Acts of interpretation have become ritualistic acts in which the 
text, rather than a source of inspiration or novelty, is merely a medium through which 
the framework gets reproduced. In opposition to this cynical game, Rorty pleads for 
‘unmethodical criticism’, which “… uses the author or text not as a specimen 
reiterating a type but as an occasion for changing a previously accepted taxonomy, or 
for putting a new twist on a previously told story.” (PSH: 145) 

 
Critique 

 
 It is difficult not to have sympathy with Rorty’s social and political views 
expressed so vividly in Achieving our Country and related works. Who would rebuff 



Rorty’s ideal of a “… cooperative commonwealth, … which ensures equality of 
opportunity as well as individual liberty…”(Rorty, AC: 8) or his plea for a “… 
struggle against avoidable misery” (Rorty, TP: 229)? A closer look finds his views 
wanting, however, even for those who are sympathetic to neo-pragmatist philosophy. 
Whitman’s romantic vision of American society was notoriously obscure, Dewey’s 
political platform was not particularly lucid either, and Rorty does not seem to add 
much to these nebulous political agendas. Rorty does not specify how these 
pragmatist ideas are supposed to provide a base for a critical account of society, nor 
does he explain why this pragmatist agenda is chosen over the sophisticated theories 
of J.S. Mill and other progressive liberals. Rorty fails to clarify why a progressive 
agenda for Americans ought to be steeped mainly in an American intellectual tradition 
and why it needs to exhibit a self-consciously patriotic outlook. In the global world of 
today, it seems anachronistic to develop a progressive political platform that is 
beholden to a narrow national agenda. Rorty is probably right that we need to have 
pride in ourselves in order to be positive and constructive political actors, and it is 
equally plausible to argue that an allegiance to a collective entity is a sine qua non for 
individual self-esteem. But it remains unclear why this entity ought to be a nation. 
 

Equally problematic is his view that the New Left made a fatal mistake in 
embracing Marxism. It is, of course, unfortunate that some fractions of the New Left 
flirted with the totalitarian, non-democratic features of Marxist thought, but only a 
minority did, and the fascination of the New Left with Marxist philosophy was on the 
whole intellectually well founded. Marxist theory provided a perspicacious economic 
and sociological theory of society, unmatched by any pragmatist contribution to date, 
and crucial in providing both intellectual structure to and motivational energy for 
political action. It is true that philosophy, educational science, social psychology and 
micro-sociology would have been poorer if it was not for the contributions of Dewey 
and G.H.Mead, but their theoretical insights into the workings of modern society do 
not begin to compare with those of Marx. In combination with psychoanalysis, neo-
Marxism provided imaginative and penetrating analyses, as can be gleaned from the 
work of Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm. Their writings fuelled political action. 
These ideas might no longer appear as innovative or persuasive as they once were but 
this should not take away their value at the time. Rorty’s suggests that, until a new 
metanarrative emerges, Marxist vocabulary should be replaced by a non-theoretical 
one with concepts like ‘greed’, ‘selfishness’ and ‘hatred’ (Rorty, PP3: 234-235), but it 
is difficult to see what would be gained by doing this. Rorty’s knowledge of Marx is 
limited, as he acknowledges himself in Philosophy and Social Hope.(Rorty, PSH: 
210-211). The essay ‘Failed Prophecies, Glorious Hopes’ is a glaring example of 
Rorty’s unfortunate tendency to reduce Marx’s thought to the schematic and prophetic 
Communist Manifesto. Like Karl Popper, Rorty reduces the corpus of Marx to a 
monstrous alliance of historicism and totalitarianism. Like Popper, he downplays the 
enormous depth and breadth of Marxism, and fails to recognise properly what a 
powerful framework it provides for analysing and eventually transforming society. At 
least Popper wrote his political pamphlets against Marxism in a highly charged socio-
political context. 2 The fact that Rorty writes these polemical pieces against Marxism 
in a very different climate, one in which capitalism has been victorious, makes the 
lack of subtlety of his reading all the more surprising. 
 
                                                                 
2 Popper’s Poverty of Historicism (1991) was originally published as a set of articles in 1944. The Open 
Society and its Enemies (1971a, 1971b) were originally published in 1945. 



In spite of these lacunae, there are more positive sides to Rorty’s philosophy. 
With some modifications, his neo-pragmatist insights form a steppingstone towards a 
fruitful agenda for the philosophy of social sciences. First, his neo-pragmatism helps 
to demonstrate the limits of ‘methodological naturalism’. By methodological 
naturalism we refer to a particular approach to philosophy of science that searches for 
the methodological principles (or ‘logic of discovery’) that underscores both the 
social and the natural sciences. This notion is shared by otherwise very different 
philosophies of social sciences, ranging from Durkheim’s ‘scientific rationalism’ and 
Popper’s falsificationism to the more recent wave of critical realism. Methodological 
naturalists direct their efforts mostly towards uncovering this unifying methodology, 
and applying it to the study of the social realm. They may try, through reasoning, to 
detect the essence of scientific inquiry, that which makes it distinctive and superior to 
other forms of inquiry; they may, by studying the history of the natural sciences, 
attempt to infer the method, adopted by scientists, which led to their empirical 
success. Or, they may combine both strategies, and argue that the essence of science 
is also embodied in the practice of the natural sciences. In the face of mounting 
historical counter-evidence, however, it becomes increasingly implausible that there is 
such a perennial set of methodological guidelines that guarantees scientific success. 
Pragmatists like Rorty are probably right to argue that there is no “… ahistorical 
metavocabulary in terms of which to formulate algorithms for theory choice …” 
(Rorty, PP1: 48) since any attempt to discover such a metavocabulary has so far been 
remarkably unsuccessful (Rorty, PP1: 67-69; PSH: 175-189). This flagrant lack of 
success is not surprising given that methodological naturalists embark on a delicate 
balancing act, so delicate that they are bound to trip over. If the guidelines are too 
strict, the danger exists that there have been scientific activities that proved successful 
and deviate from these norms. If they are too vague, then it becomes difficult to gauge 
how they could possibly have the positive effects that they are claimed to have. 
Logico-positivist guidelines are examples of the former, critical realist prescriptions 
of the latter. 

 
More importantly, not only is it doubtful that an identical formula underscores 

a wide range of disciplines (do say palaeontology and astrophysics have that much in 
common?), the same method may have different consequences at different points in 
time. There is no reason to hold that a modus operandi that has hitherto been 
successful in a particular field will remain to be so in the future. Also, it remains 
unclear why a methodological strategy that has so far been proven to have some 
empirical success is, for that very reason, recommended for the future. There seems to 
be a conflation between what is deemed optimal and what has hitherto been fruitful. 
There is no guarantee that there are no other strategies that will emerge as more 
satisfactory. 

 
Secondly, there is significant value in the pragmatist view that knowledge is a 

form of action, which, like any action, brings changes to the world. James rightly 
defined  “… the Pragmatic method …as an indication of the ways in which existing 
realities may be changed.” (James, 1907: 45). It follows that a pragmatist perspective 
is sensitive to the multitude of cognitive interests that may underlie social research. It 
rightly regards methodological strategies as at least partly dependent on the objectives 
that guide the research similar to how Nietzsche refused to accept the notion of truth 
as independent from interests and needs (Rorty, PP2: 1-6). This pragmatist position 
can be clarified by juxtaposing it with another viewpoint, one that has recently been 



portrayed as an alternative to methodological naturalism. Influenced by the 
philosophical project of hermeneutics, social phenomenology or the later 
Wittgenstein, some social scientists, like Anthony Giddens, propose that the ontology 
of the social (and its differences with the natural realm) makes for the necessity of a 
distinctive interpretative method (e.g. Giddens, 1976; 1984). It is thought that, unlike 
the natural realm, the social is made up of a complex layer of signs, and in order to 
unravel these, the researcher has to gain familiarity with the various language games 
and semantic fields in which social practices participate. To acquire this familiarity is 
to acquire knowledge of the social rules and assumptions that make up these games or 
fields. These authors assume that the objective of social research is to employ 
concepts that allow for as accurate mapping of social reality as possible and 
interpretative procedures are regarded as being fundamental to the delicate art of 
social cartography. We leave aside the issue whether this assertion is, as these 
sociologists argue, implied in or consistent with the philosophies in which they find 
inspiration. (I do not think they are.) What we want to point out instead is that, from a 
neo-pragmatist perspective, these anti-naturalists commit the ‘ontological fallacy’; 
that is, the erroneous assumption that references to ontology would be sufficient to 
settle methodological disputes. From a neo-pragmatic angle, ontological assertions 
can never suffice, as methodological options are at least partly dependent on what is 
being achieved. It would be erroneous to hold that there is something intrinsic to the 
social that necessitates a single method of inquiry because this would be tantamount 
to making the blatantly absurd assertion that a single method serves all cognitive 
interests.  
 

This is not to say, of course, that the choice of a methodological path is simply 
to be reduced to a matter of cognitive interests. Rorty seems to commit this 
‘instrumentalist fallacy’ when he suggests that questions of methodology cannot be 
grounded in ontology (Rorty, CP: 191-210). Pace Rorty, there are differences 
between various substantive fields to the extent that it is possible that a particular 
methodology allows for the accomplishment of an objective in one field of inquiry but 
not in another. It is not infeasible either that the nature of a particular object of study 
makes some objectives unobtainable. In short, whilst methodology is a matter of 
choice in so far as it is dependent on our objectives, it remains bounded choice in that 
the ontology of our object of research limits what can be achieved and how it is to be 
accomplished. For instance, the field of fossils does not allow for interpretative 
understanding in the way in which the social world obviously allows for it. Rorty’s 
attempts to demonstrate the contrary are misleading because they rely on an elastic 
notion of the interpretative method. He defines the interpretative method as a holistic 
method by which new objects are made intelligible by relating them to other more 
familiar objects (Rorty, CP: 198ff.), but this is a remarkably nebulous description at 
least equally apt for structuralism than for the interpretative method. For instance, 
whilst it is not wrong to describe Weber’s concept of interpretative understanding as 
simply constituting ‘webs of meaning’, it is imprecise. Weber creates specific webs of 
meaning, by attributing goals and reasons to people’s actions, in the hope of 
explaining why people have done what they did. This is an impossible aim in the field 
of palaeontology for the simple reason that fossils do not attribute meanings to their 
surroundings in the way in which people do. As for Rorty’s other objection to 
hermeneutics, he is, of course, right that the accounts of the people involved should 
not have epistemological priority over those of the social scientist, but Taylor and 
other hermeneutic authors have rightly replied that they never said so in the first 



place. Taylor puts it authoritatively when he writes that “… what we are dealing with 
here is not subjective meaning, which can fit into the categorical grid of behavioural 
political science, but rather intersubjective meanings. It is not just that the people in 
our society all or mostly have a given set of ideas in their heads and subscribe to a 
given set of goals. The meanings and norms implicit in these practices are not just in 
the minds of the actors but are out there in the practices themselves, practices which 
cannot be conceived as a set of individual actions, but which are essentially modes of 
social relation, of mutual action.” (Taylor 1977: 119). Therefore, it is wrong to say 
that Taylor is identifying the meaning of the activities of individuals with their 
descriptions of these activities. 
 

The issue of cognitive interests brings me to my third and final point. From a 
pragmatic angle, naturalists and anti-naturalists have a lot in common in that they take 
for granted or are oblivious to the plethora of goals that guide social research. 
Whereas naturalists presuppose that legitimate social research aims at explaining and 
possibly predicting an outer world, the anti-naturalists discussed in the above assume 
that social inquiry aims at mirroring the social as accurately and completely as 
possible. Neither takes seriously into account the other cognitive interests that may 
underlie social research, and in particular both disregard that the possibility that self-
knowledge may be a legitimate aim for investigating the social realm. By self-
knowledge we refer to the process by which research into different forms of life, 
rather than giving way to an unmediated access to an outer world, is seen as an 
opportunity for re-articulating our selves and our own culture. What we have in mind 
is close to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s notion of wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein, 
which is at the centre of his hermeneutic project, and which is characterised by an 
interest, not in what happened in history as such, but by how the past enables one to 
express oneself differently.3 Just as Rorty conceives of post-analytical philosophy as 
edifying and directed towards Bildung,4 this self-referential form of knowledge would 
enable people to make discursive what was previously unquestioned in their culture, 
to challenge deep-seated beliefs about it, and to imagine socio-political scenarios 
other than the ones that are currently present. Whereas both Gadamer and Rorty treat 
self-knowledge as primarily a philosophical concept, it has also manifested itself as a 
fruitful methodological strategy in different fields of inquiry, ranging from the critical 
turn in cultural anthropology to genealogy as a method for historical inquiry. 
 
 The notion of self-referential knowledge ties in neatly with some passages in 
Achieving our Country and Philosophy and Social Hope, devoted to the current state 
of the humanities, in which Rorty exposes the sterile, repetitive scholarship that is 
often conducted under the banner of ‘theory’ or ‘critical theory’. These reflections are 
not only relevant to literature departments, because ‘theory’ is used and misused in 
similar ways in sociology and other social sciences. The system of research grants, as 
currently in place in several countries, is partly constitutive of the problem identified 
by Rorty in that, from the outset, researchers are requested to commit themselves to a 
theoretical framework that is supposed to ‘guide’ or ‘inform’ the research. ‘Guiding’ 
or ‘informing’ unfortunately often implies a blinkered way of seeing things – reading 
the social so as to reinforce the very presuppositions that fuel the research. 
Researchers are encouraged to use recognisable frameworks, associated with names 
of celebrated theoreticians. Whether the theory is Lacanian or inspired by Anthony 
                                                                 
3 See also Rorty (PMN: 359ff.) for a discussion of Gadamer’s wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein. 
4 The notion of Bildung is here used as self-formation. See also Rorty (PMN: 315-394). 



Giddens, whether the object of research is contemporary French cinema or the 
dwindling welfare state, the unspoken assumption is that the success of a piece of 
research is proportionate to how conclusive the framework has been shown to be 
applicable. Whereas research in the humanities should enhance our imaginative 
capacities, open up new futures, this form of ‘theory-inspired research’ does precisely 
the opposite: it closes off new experiences. However risqué or avant-garde this 
research would like to present itself, it is in the end intellectually deeply conservative, 
using the object of study not to learn something new, but to reinforce what is already 
presupposed. 

 
Rorty is right to believe that a plausible solution to the impasse may lie in 

Pragmatism, but he is plainly wrong when he suggests that this answer means 
abandoning theory altogether (Rorty, AC: 91). Even if we tried to do so, we would not 
be able to because, as Rorty and other pragmatists have pointed out, our 
presuppositions are sine qua non to any knowledge whatsoever. It is better to be 
aware of what theory we use, rather than deny what cannot be denied: that we are 
holding one. A coherent pragmatist response, for us, culminates in the view that it 
ought to be intrinsic to the vocation of researchers always to remain open-minded 
enough so that their presuppositions and expectations can be affected by the studies 
they embark upon.  Success is then no longer measured by the extent to which a 
theory has been shown to ‘fit’ the data neatly, the extent to which the various 
components of the theory are shown to weave easily into the myriad of empirical 
experiences. Instead, it is the ability to see things differently, to form a Gestalt switch, 
which ought to be seen as a sign of success. As we indicated before, Nietzsche 
already anticipated this Gadamerian view when he explained the rationale behind his 
proposal for a genealogical method of history. What is the point of working away in 
archives from morning to dawn, Nietzsche asks fellow-historians, if the data collected 
do not somehow affect the present, if they do not help to invigorate us? Anticipating 
Rorty’s own appeal for a conversational and edifying philosophy (Rorty, PMN: 357-
394), genealogy confronts the past so as to help create distance towards our present 
presuppositions, so as to help people imagine future alternatives to present conditions. 
Foucault aptly called this approach a ‘history of the present’ in that the confrontation 
with an unfamiliar past is used to gain access to and erode a familiar present (Baert, 
1998). When Rorty criticises Foucault for writing “… from a point of view light-years 
away from the problems of contemporary society …” (Rorty, PP2: 173), he has 
obviously failed to realise the affinity between the history of the present and the 
Deweyan view that language and knowledge, rather than acts of representation, allow 
people to increase the range of human possibilities. Genealogical history is perfectly 
consistent with Rorty’s dictum that an antirepresentationalist view of inquiry should 
be “… open to the encounter with other actual and possible cultures, and to make this 
openness central to its self-image.” (Rorty, PP1: 2). To help people to estrange 
themselves from themselves, in the way in which the history of the present manages 
to do it, is precisely to achieve this Deweyan ideal: to enlarge people’s potentialities.  
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