
[image: Cover.jpg]


Community and Loyalty in American Philosophy


“ ‘We’—a word both inclusive and exclusive—is the very basis of the notion of community. It is a word that means that one never has to go it solely alone. But it’s also a warning to outsiders: you don’t belong with ‘us.’ Miller leads us carefully along the boundaries of the word and allows us to see both the promise and peril of community. Miller’s account of Royce, Sellars and Rorty is engaging and scrupulous, a succinct and convincing appeal to reconsider the ‘we’ in American intellectual history.”

—John Kaag, University of Massachusetts Lowell, USA




“Steven Miller’s excellent book methodically reconstructs and explores, with depth and clarity and feeling, one of the most important philosophical ideas in the American philosophical tradition, from its early formulation in Josiah Royce and C. S. Peirce, to its mid-twentieth-century analytic articulation in Wilfrid Sellars, to its contemporary pragmatist vision in the wide-ranging writings of Richard Rorty: namely, that we understand ourselves best when we understand ourselves as loyal members of a unified community of ‘we-saying’ fellow sufferers joined together in our many projects for the betterment of humanity.”

—Jerold Abrams, Creighton University



American pragmatism has always had at its heart a focus on questions of communities and ethics. This book explores the interrelated work of three thinkers influenced by the pragmatist tradition: Josiah Royce, Wilfrid Sellars, and Richard Rorty. These thinkers’ work spanned the range of twentieth-century philosophy, both historically and conceptually, but all had common concerns about how morality functions and what we can hope for in our interactions with others. Steven A. Miller argues that Royce, Sellars, and Rorty form a traditional line of inheritance, with the thought of each developing upon the best insights of the ones prior. Furthermore, he shows how three divergent views about the function, possibilities, and limits of moral community coalesce into a key narrative about how we can best work with and for other people, as we strive to come to think of widely different others as somehow being morally considerable as “one of us.”




Steven A. Miller is a fellow with the Institute for American Thought at Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis as well as an adjunct scholar at Ripon College in Ripon, WI. His work has previously appeared in the Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society, Administration and Society, and the Journal of Social Philosophy.
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Introduction

‘We’: The Dangerous Thing


One man, one family driven from the land; this rusty car creaking along the highway to the west. I lost my land, a single tractor took my land. I am alone and I am bewildered. And in the night one family camps in a ditch and another family pulls in and the tents come out. The two men squat on their hams and the women and children listen. Here is the node, you who hate change and fear revolution. Keep these two squatting men apart; make them hate, fear, suspect each other. Here is the anlage of the thing you fear. This is the zygote. For here “I lost my land” is changed; a cell is split and from its splitting grows the thing you hate—“We lost our land.” The danger is here, for two men are not as lonely and perplexed as one. And from this first “we” there grows a still more dangerous thing: “I have a little food” plus “I have none.” If from this problem the sum is “We have a little food,” the thing is on its way, the movement has direction. Only a little multiplication now, and this land, this tractor are ours. The two men squatting in the ditch, the little fire, the side-meat stewing in a single pot, the silent, stone-eyed women; behind, the children listening with their souls to words their minds do not understand. The night draws down. The baby has a cold. Here, take this blanket. It’s wool. It was my mother’s blanket—take it for the baby. This is the thing to bomb. This is the beginning—from “I” to “we.”1

— John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath



The movement from ‘I’ to ‘we’, from a narrow, individualistic conception of oneself to seeing oneself instead as tied up with and constituted by the lives and situations of other people, has been routinely disparaged in some quarters throughout the last half of the twentieth century and even into the earliest years of the twenty-first. Steinbeck, however, seems right: whatever kind of moral and social progress is possible requires individuals to identify and recognize themselves not as a lone individual, egotistically concerned with only his or her private affairs, but instead as part of a community, part of a ‘we’. This is not a new idea from either a philosophical or practical perspective. Two examples are obvious.

Responding to the abstract and sometimes-detached Enlightenment theories of Immanuel Kant, G. W. F. Hegel worked out a systematic account of group-situated morality. Given its fullest account in his Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, his presentation of Sittlichkeit, “ethical life,” suggests that an essential ground for moral commitment, motivation, and justification may be found in community membership. On this point, the family is exemplary, but the analysis may be and has been extended to many broader and more inclusive groups found in civic life. Though this work does not directly address Hegel’s work in any significant fashion, the influence of the sort of thinking he put forward will in many places remain just beneath the text’s surface.

Thinking about ‘we’s2 and learning how to think as a we received a renewed burst of vigor in the Hegelian-inspired theories of Karl Marx and his many followers, whose key notions of Volksgeist and class consciousness provided intellectual fuel for the leftist workers movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Europe and in the United States of America. In these instances, the language of trade unionism and solidarity gave average people a way to think of themselves as part of something both more encompassing and more efficacious than any of them in their isolation could ever possibly have been. Though this text is not a work of history, it will at moments engage in part with that discipline, seeing some of the ways in which the concepts of solidarity with and loyalty to something greater than individuals have been attempted.

Steinbeck’s novel, set during the Great Depression, is a narrative response to the possibilities, frustrations, failures, and opportunities of solidarity-thinking and community consciousness against a background of individualism, racism, sexism, crass corporatism, and greed. And now, nearly 80 years after its initial publication, at a time when these problems continue to vex, it continues to set for us a high challenge: if ‘we’ is the dangerous thing to those in power, and the first step on the way forward for those who are not, how would such a thing come about?

* * *

The thinkers, texts, and traditions mentioned above do not exhaust the work and approaches that have attempted to give an account of ‘we’-thinking. And further, many ways of thinking about belonging have been attempted, including in present-day political theory, from identity politics to participatory democratic theory to anarchist voluntary associationism. Views like these may be good candidates for undergirding attempts to motivate community constitution and development, particularly because many of them are sensitive to the lived experience of contemporary individuals and communities, including those people and groups whose membership is frequently disregarded or excluded by the political mainstream. The material necessary for most usefully thinking about our political situation may well be found in one of these attractive contemporary traditions.

And yet there are other traditions to be explored. This text traces one historical series of thinkers, all of whom appreciated the centrality of community to morality (and in some moments explicitly to politics). The three thinkers this text engages with most centrally are Josiah Royce (1855–1916), Wilfrid Sellars (1912–1989), and Richard Rorty (1931–2007). The latter of these thinkers each identified himself as influenced on these matters by the writings of the preceding philosophers. All three of them were American philosophers, and each of them was influenced in some way by the pragmatist intellectual tradition most often identified with the works of Charles S. Peirce, William James, and John Dewey. Despite this overlap, there are significant differences in the responses each gave to the pragmatist tradition, and on some philosophical issues (most clearly and especially related to naturalism and the epistemic priority of science) it is unlikely that the three could be any further apart.

And yet when it comes to their respective thinking about morality, and especially the structure and requirements of moral judgment, each of the three has significant commonalities. One of the aims of this work is to trace the way these thinkers, with respect to these limited questions, form a tradition. Part of what will be necessary to make this claim will be to show the development and inheritance on this topic from Royce to Sellars and from Sellars to Rorty. This will be accomplished through direct textual engagement with their works. In some cases, the influence is noted explicitly: Sellars references Royce, and Rorty references Sellars. In other cases, there are implicit, subtextual reasons to argue for the associations. Teasing these out requires careful attention to the three thinkers’ commitments and to the broader philosophical situation. Working through and framing this tradition is the way in which this text functions as a historical project.

Despite the philosophical tradition that I hold exists between Royce, Sellars, and Rorty, the account offered here is not an easy and neat story of linear descent. There are strong differences among the thinkers with whom I engage, and some of these differences are substantial enough that reconstructive efforts are necessary in order to tell a coherent and convincing story. This is especially the case with Sellars and Rorty. Though Sellars is clear that his project bears the stamp of a Roycean impulse, he presents most of his work using the formal apparatus popular to the professional philosophy of his day. His use of these tools makes his writings difficult to compare and synthesize with Royce’s efforts, because Royce did not consistently express himself, and especially his thoughts on community, in a formal, mathematical idiom. This difficulty is further complicated when bringing Rorty into the conversation. While Royce at least had aptitude and interest in logic, brought to fullness by his interaction with the logician and semiotician Peirce, Rorty’s attitude toward systematic and mathematical philosophy can be politely described as hostile. As such, significant work will need to be done to show how the three thinkers are truly addressing the same themes and one another, though oftentimes while relying on ways of speaking that are at odds with one another and despite having significantly different purposes in mind. Shaping the contours of this debate in order to show productive interactions is the way in which this text functions as an interpretive project.

The attitude that undergirds the Steinbeck quotation included above is central to the upshot of each of the three thinkers’ positions and remains important in our contemporary social situation. Consider, for example, the Occupy Wall Street protest movement of 2011, with its central slogan of “We Are the 99%.” What this group attempted to articulate and then bring about was a new sense of class consciousness based on wealth inequality and a recognition that there was a battle at hand between the 1% and everyone else. The newly-recognized classes in question, however, were abstractly formulated and focused on only one element of life, the economic. The rhetoric of “the 1%” stuck, however, as a name for those people and families who benefit most fully from the operation of persistent institutions of global power. Their narrow focus on money may be one reason why the protest did not achieve all of its broadly-stated aims, most notably to upend the system they critiqued. Nevertheless, that the movement had even slight traction, the traces of which continue today in the resurgent “Berniecrat” left, suggests that the time is again ripe, or continues to be ripe, for thinking through question of solidarity and ‘we’s.

Further evidence for this claim may be found in thinking about technology. Computer-assisted technological globalization, and the attendant recognition of worldwide interconnection, have made the separations between far-away people in distant lands seem less significant than ever before. Despite these improvements, the fact of greater interconnection has ironically made some people feel more disconnected than ever before. For one, improved entertainment technology has helped us all to ignore suffering, both local and abroad. The darker side of improved transportation and production technologies is increasingly being felt, as people lose jobs and whole industries disappear. Technology links us together, but at what cost? The question of who is excluded always remains, and so we find ourselves wondering how we progress internationally while so many of us seem to be left behind.

In undertaking inquiries into any of these contemporary social problems, new questions of identity and community will gradually come to the fore. Responding effectively to these will require a way of talking about a ‘we’ that goes beyond the obvious answers, those traditional but narrow, confined identities or communities of family, neighborhood, and even state. Many attempts have been made to meet this need, to find ways of talking about increasingly encompassing communities, but the vast majority of these have been beset by persistent philosophical and practical difficulties. The account that I develop in response to my three thinkers is my best effort to give us a way of thinking about other people as “one of us” in a manner that is experientially rich and that might motivate us to action. If this succeeds, it will be a step in the direction of giving us a way to address the needs and desires of those who are in some ways so very unlike us, yet still similar enough to make our commonalities considerable and worth careful attention. Further, understanding the interactions between different individuals, and how these can be overcome to make community, opens space for more fully understanding one another and making use of one another’s resources as we strive to achieve worthy political ends. And so, finally, working towards this guiding aim is the way in which this text functions as at least a starting point for addressing steps necessary to address key contemporary social-political issues.

* * *

Though his work appears chronologically between that of the work’s other two major thinkers, I begin with Wilfrid Sellars. This decision is justified exclusively by structural concerns: linear historical sense or obvious contemporary relevance would have dictated another point from which to begin; but without presenting Sellars first, my reading of the earlier Royce would seem both narrow and disjointed. In my work, Sellars stands as the key link between Royce and Rorty, two figures I intend to bring into conversation, so it is useful to present and work through the details of his position before attempting any substantial synthetic work. My view of the project underway, and indeed, of the history of twentieth-century American philosophy, is deeply inspired by Sellars. It was engagement with tensions in his writings, during a graduate school class on twentieth-century realism, which first drew my attention to recent philosophical articulations of the themes I take up here: themes like how communities form, what moral and political work they do, and how tensions between them are to be navigated.

Sellars’s style is notoriously difficult, full of subtle nuance and vague allusions to the history of philosophy that can bedevil even the most attentive and sympathetic of readers. This difficulty in some measure begins to explain why his work has not received the attention that it deserves. In fact, until quite recently, it would be fair to say both that Sellars stood as an underappreciated figure generally and that he was a nearly-trivialized figure in philosophical conversation about the history of analytic theoretical ethics in the twentieth century.

The particular sentence that launched this project, so to speak, is Sellars’s: “the only frame of mind which can provide direct support for moral commitment is what Royce called Loyalty, and what Christians call Love of Neighbor (caritas).”3 This claim is not without difficulties, some of which will be worked out and commented on in key sections of each of the first two chapters. Despite these limitations, the sentence stands out as exemplary of Sellars’s often-syncretic spirit: Sellars, by his own admission a “second generation atheist,”4 saw that Royce and the Christians were on to something valuable that should be recovered and developed upon, regardless of its origins.

But few scholars have given the connection between Sellars and Royce on moral commitment more than superficial attention. Consider, for instance, Wojciech Małecki’s single statement, presented without elaboration: “Sellars himself linked that conception [his we-intentionality] to loyalty as it was conceived by Royce.”5 And even Rorty, claiming a Sellarsian debt at every turn, addressed the topic with basically the same level of detail: “Elsewhere Sellars identifies ‘we consciousness’ with Christian caritas and with Royce’s ‘loyalty’.”6 But these simple identifications, and ones that are similarly thin, seem to be as deep as the analysis of Royce’s connection to Sellars on moral matters has thus far gone.

There is work to do in filling in the details of the connection between Royce and Sellars, especially in terms of how each conceived of community, loyalty, and Christian love; the second chapter takes up just this task. Those readers who are deeply acquainted with Royce’s work will see familiar themes presented familiarly; my aim is not to develop a new interpretation. Rather, I want to present a mainline Americanist story about how Roycean philosophy works. To give this account, I draw from Royce scholars such as John E. Smith, Jacquelyn Kegley, Frank M. Oppenheim, and Randall E. Auxier. My plan along the way is to show the similarities and differences between Royce’s ideas about moral community and those of Sellars, which should provide a fuller and hopefully clearer account of the latter’s complex ideas.

My third chapter introduces my final thinker, the controversial philosopher Richard Rorty. Throughout his celebrated intellectual career, his most consistent aim was to demystify philosophy, to make good on the Nietzschean hope to kill God and all His doubles. Moral philosophy is one domain in which these vestiges often remain, perhaps unconsciously, and as such they remain especially difficult to exorcise. In his attempt to free philosophy of its transcendent ambitions, Rorty spent considerable effort in explaining moral judgment and moral progress in more naturalistic, down-to-earth terms, most especially as the intentions, ideals, and hopes of concrete but contingently-developed communities. His writings are decidedly anti-Kantian and more generally anti-rationalistic at every turn, and these perspectives have opened him to consistent criticism as both a relativist and an irrationalist. Both of these charges are unhelpful and, in some sense, untrue. Part of defending Rorty on these claims will be again taking up Sellars’s thought, with its rationalistic character, to see where and how it influenced Rorty as well as how Rorty modified it for his own purposes. The prime Rortian text for this section will be 1989’s Contingency, irony, and solidarity, and its insights will occasionally be developed through discussion of the work of Rorty’s student, Robert Brandom. Brandom is one figure whose work shows how to synthesize key elements of both Sellars’s and Rorty’s positions.

The final chapter continues defending or at least polishing up Rorty, particularly by working through his considered position in a later-life piece, “Justice as a Larger Loyalty.”7 Key elements of this latter work seem, at least on an initial read, to raise challenges for Rorty’s earlier moral thought. Christopher Voparil has noted, rightly, that in “Justice as a Larger Loyalty,” Rorty suggested “we replace the ideas of justice and universal moral obligation with the idea of—he now calls it ‘loyalty’ rather than ‘solidarity’ (he may be following the sometimes pragmatist Josiah Royce here).”8 Voparil has also highlighted how difficult the movement from Contingency to “Justice” is: it is not exactly clear whether the commitments espoused in the former and latter hang together.

In a 2011 article, I attempted to respond to Voparil in passing by offering an initial though un-nuanced effort at connecting the two Rortian stories. This last chapter fills in that work, mostly by showing how Rortian and Roycean understandings of loyalty overlap and diverge. This builds on Voparil’s suspicion that Rorty may have been following in Royce’s footsteps. Along the way, I challenge the standard interpretation of their possible consonances (offered most forcefully by Kegley in Rorty’s Library of Living Philosophers volume and by Małecki in a 2012 essay), arguing that enriching Rorty’s position with Roycean insights does some of the work necessary to connect early and late Rorty as well as to make his considered political position more fully applicable than in its standard presentation, which understands moral commitment as basically feckless or arbitrary.

Readers familiar with Rorty’s work or with the American philosophical tradition more generally may be surprised at how infrequently I take up John Dewey. It is true that Dewey is the best known of the classical American pragmatists, in part because of the sheer breadth of topics he covered as well as the volume of material he produced. It is also true that Dewey concerned himself regularly with the relationships between people and their broader communities, as in 1927’s The Public and Its Problems and 1930’s Individualism Old and New. Further, Rorty took himself to be working out Dewey’s best insights, and regularly identified Dewey as the pragmatist to whom he was most indebted.

My exclusion of Dewey is intentional. The arguments and ideas of Dewey on community and his influence on Rorty as well as Rorty’s appropriations have been worked over significantly enough that I do not think there is new ground for me there. What I am attempting to show in this book is that there is another, somewhat neglected, tradition about community in American philosophy other than the one that sees Dewey as its centerpiece.

A further key aim of this work is to engage with and to find ways to appreciate some of the insights of three thinkers who are and who have been too easily trivialized in the history of recent American philosophy through either simplistic or narrowly-focused readings. Readers familiar with the three thinkers’ ideas may be able to recite the common critiques: From a contemporary perspective, Royce and Sellars are too systematic, trying to do too much all at once, and with too formal of a style. Rorty is an irrationalist. Royce was only trying to save God. Sellars is in love with science. Rorty is an enemy of the same. Royce is just Hegel in American English. Sellars and Rorty get lost in language. Royce gets lost in the Absolute. And so on.

There is some truth to each of these claims, but they can be deployed too hastily, too dismissively. Thinking of any of the three writers exclusively on the terms of these oft-repeated, neatly-encapsulated philosophical clichés keeps readers from having to or being able to take the thinkers’ works seriously. From a perspective of speedy efficiency, perhaps this is laudable. For most other purposes, and especially for that of learning something of value from them, I think we need to find ways to downplay the differences that might drive them apart or make them look silly. Instead we should be on the lookout for how we can tease out the most usefully-synthesized passages and elements of their prodigious philosophical outputs.

When we as readers work to find the overlaps, to see how thinkers from divergent traditions or with opposing intellectual frameworks can be brought together, we begin from and consistently incorporate our own sense of what matters. We shape the story, and we ensure that what we put together will be responsive to our present day’s situations. Purposeful applications of earlier thinkers’ material is how the history of philosophy best lives and works for us today.


Notes

1John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (New York: The Viking Press, 1967 [1939]), pp. 155–156.

2In this project, I will consistently pluralize the term ‘we’ by placing it in single-quotation marks and then adding an ‘s’. I have been unable to find a generally accepted plural for ‘we’ as, of course, the term is itself plural (or perhaps instead multiple). ‘We-s’ was another candidate, but it seemed ugly. ‘Wes’ was never seriously considered because of its possibilities for confusion with the nickname for Wesley.

3Wilfrid Sellars, “Imperatives, Intentions, and the Logic of ‘Ought’,” in Morality and the Language of Conduct, Hector-Neri Castañeda and George Nakhnikian, eds. (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1963), p. 213.

4Wilfrid Sellars, “Autobiographical Reflections,” in Action, Knowledge, and Reality: Critical Studies in Honor of Wilfrid Sellars, Hector-Neri Castañeda, ed. (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1975), p. 281.

5Wojciech Małecki, “On Being Loyal (to the Wrong Hegel): Rorty and Royce between Literary Culture and Redemptive Truth,” in Josiah Royce for the Twenty-first Century: Historical, Ethical, and Religious Interpretations, Kelly A. Parker and Krzysztof Piotr Skowroński, eds. (New York: Lexington Books, 2012), p. 261.

6Richard Rorty, Contingency, irony, and solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 190, n. 1.

7Richard Rorty, “Justice as a Larger Loyalty,” in Philosophy as Cultural Politics: Philosophical Papers IV (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). First published in Justice and Democracy: Cross Cultural Perspectives, Ron Bontekoe and Marietta Stephaniants, eds. (Honolulu: Hawaii University Press, 1997), pp. 9–22.

8Christopher Voparil, Richard Rorty: Politics and Vision (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), p. 86, n. 40.




1 The Sellarsian Ethical Framework

Wilfrid Sellars, born 1912, was the son of the critical realist, naturalist, and humanist Roy Wood Sellars, who taught philosophy at the University of Michigan throughout much of the twentieth century’s first half. Despite this parentage, it was not obvious that the younger Sellars would become a professional philosopher. As he recounted of his time at secondary school:


it was here that I had my first encounter with philosophy. I say ‘my first encounter’ in all seriousness for I scarcely knew that there was a subject called philosophy, let alone that there was such a subject. It had never come up as such in any conversation with my father, at least that I can remember.1



Nevertheless, through undergraduate courses taken at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand (1929–1931) and the University of Michigan (1931–1933), Sellars found himself drawn to his father’s profession, specifically to the work of the empiricists and the Cambridge analysts. He undertook graduate training at the State University of New York at Buffalo (1933–1934), where he first undertook significant study of Kant, and then at Oxford (1934–1937), where broad exposure to then-current trends in thought helped him to sketch the outline of what would eventually become his own philosophical concerns and outlook. These were further refined during a year at Harvard (1937–1938), in which a course on logical positivism with W. V. O. Quine was especially influential.

Sellars did not complete a PhD, instead moving abruptly from the student to professor phase of his academic career in 1938. Teaching his own students showed the gaps in his historical training, which he set about remedying: “I studied the whole range of the history of philosophy with a burning intensity, particularly Greek and medieval thought with which I had previously done very little.”2 Such a lack was then common among young philosophers. As he puts it: “It will be remembered that during this period the history of philosophy was not only neglected, there was an active campaign to delete it, or at least downgrade it, as a requisite for the Ph.D.”3 And so he undertook his own detailed study of the history of philosophy, the results of which infused much of his life’s work.

Sellars is an unusual figure in the recent history of professional philosophy. Though he was concerned to address a significant number of technical questions clearly in the domain of mainstream mid-twentieth-century American analytic philosophical inquiry, much of his work served to challenge prevailing assumptions (for instance, about the possibility of foundational empiricism) and methodologies (for instance, by arguing dialectically, with persistent attention to the history of philosophy).

Varied contemporary thinkers—writers such as Ruth Millikan, Robert Brandom, John McDowell, Daniel Dennett, and Paul and Patricia Churchland—all count Sellars as among their influences, and some of them were his students and colleagues. It is due to their work that a revival in the study of Wilfrid Sellars is underway.

His most significant influence has been in epistemology, where his attack on “The Myth of the Given”4 brought into question central assumptions of the empiricist project and breathed life into anti-foundationalist efforts. On the metaphysical side, Sellars’s argumentation in favor of scientific realism, especially that found in “Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man,”5 gave a clear conceptual vocabulary to decades of subsequent debate about the relationship between “scientific” and “manifest”—roughly the ordinary, commonsensical, and everyday (with minor excluded stipulations)—ways of describing and interacting with the world. Many recent philosophers of mind, reductionist and not, describe their work as descendent of Sellars’s claims about the priority of scientific description.

Despite these influences on the present professional philosophical scene, Sellars’s work in ethics, and specifically his writings on practical reasoning, have remained almost entirely ignored. Note, for instance, a telling answer from a recent interview with Willem deVries, then-president of the Wilfrid Sellars Society, when asked what area of Sellarsian philosophy has been most neglected:


Pretty clearly his work on practical reason. After you exclude the interchanges with Castañeda and Aune [in the 1960s and 70s], I can think of only a couple of articles that take his work in that domain seriously. Given the current interest in norms and Sellars’s attempt to naturalize them without reducing or eliminating them, you’d think his treatment of practical reason would get much more attention.6



Similar statements bemoaning the lack of attention paid to Sellars’s writings on practical reasoning and ethics can be found near the start of most of those few pieces that have been written on the subject. For instance, W. David Solomon’s 1977 “Ethical Theory” begins: “Wilfrid Sellars’ writings on ethical theory have received less attention than any other aspect of his work.”7 In the major 2005 introduction to and exploration of Sellars’s systematic thought, deVries writes, “Almost thirty years ago, W. David Solomon lamented the neglect of Sellars’s ethical writings. The situation has not changed in the interim.”8 More than ten years later, the situation remains largely the same, though small steps have been underway to remedy this lack, including a handful of published essays on the ethical writings,9 as well as major conference presentations in which Sellars’s work has been brought into conversation with Marxist themes and contemporary theorizing about rhetorical and political power.10

This chapter, and the broader work of which it is a piece, will in part meet this noted lacuna in current Sellars scholarship. It is of course presented with particular purposes in mind and from a limited angle of vision. It also fails to engage very explicitly with the ways Sellars’s ethical theorizing is dependent upon and in consonance with the central commitments of his broader systematic philosophical outlook, most notably his philosophies of language and mind. Other works, such as the above-mentioned deVries text, show how the various Sellarsian pieces fit together better than this work will be able to. Despite the work’s limitations in scope and focus, this small contribution should serve to place Sellars’s ethical theory in some of its broader historical context, to highlight some of the theory’s experiential or phenomenological elements passed over by other commentators, and to struggle with some of his most provocative and difficult assertions. My hope is that this work will spur other scholars to engage with and develop their own accounts of where Sellars’s ethical ideas came from, how they developed, and what can be done with them.

* * *

The General Contours of Sellarsian Philosophical Thought

Because of popular philosophical perceptions about Wilfrid Sellars, an initial word seems necessary about why his ethical theorizing may seem out of place, ironic, or easy to dismiss, given his other, more widely-known, intellectual commitments. As noted above, “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind” (EPM) and “Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man” (PSIM) are his best-known essays, and both have frightfully little to say about ordinary ethical or metaethical topics. In fact, if those pieces were taken up independently, without awareness of the broader context of the rest of his work, readers would be left with the sense that Sellars was a hard-nosed scientific realist, ready to jettison all moral discourse as basically false. See, for instance, one of the most frequently-cited lines of EPM, often termed “the scientia mensura”: “In the dimension of describing and explaining the world, science is the measure of all things, of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not.”11 Insofar as Sellars in these texts is clear that microphysics and neurobiology rather than disciplines such as anthropology, psychology, and sociology are paradigmatic of his conception of ‘science’, it is unclear how moral judgments might enter our descriptions and explanations of the world. On the account given in EPM, they seem almost entirely left out.

“Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man” offers a more nuanced and hopeful—though incomplete, strikingly confusing, and difficult to interpret12—presentation of how moral matters connect to scientific ones. Briefly stated, the essay presents in detail two ways of seeing the world. Its author admits, though, that he has simplified the story: the contemporary philosopher “is confronted not by one picture, but in principle, by two, and, in fact by many.”13 Sellars’s focus on but two images of the myriad possibilities speaks to their breadth of contents and possible description: the two he chooses to investigate cover the vast majority of ways in which people see the world. Further, in picking out just the two, he is clear that he has undertaken a process of intentionally “transforming them from ways of experiencing the world into objects of philosophical reflection and evaluation.”14 That is, in this essay Sellars purposefully abstracts from varied human experience for the sake of finding idealizations that allow him to make his philosophical points. His aim is to show how these idealizations, and perhaps their underlying modes of experience, interrelate.

The first of his selected images, termed “manifest,” is populated by chairs, people, institutions, hopes, and the like. This perspective is speculatively asserted to be “the framework in terms of which man came to be aware of himself as man-in-the-world,”15 and it provides the terms on which we ordinarily make sense of human activity and the world around us. Most of the time, most people view their world manifestly. The manifest image could be divided further—into the aesthetic, the religious, the Marxist, the capitalist, and so on—but Sellars considers these to be of a piece when compared with the operation of the other image he takes up.

That second image, termed “scientific,” is distinguished by stipulation as one “constructed from the postulational aspects of contemporary scientific theory.”16 Sellars considers the historical movement from observational or correlational methods to postulational ones in science to mark a break in explanatory strategies, which also marks a difference between scientific inquiry and the kinds of investigation and explanation that we all carry out daily. These scientific postulational methods differ most significantly from ordinary postulation in that they involve “the postulation of imperceptible entities and principles pertaining to them, to explain the behavior of perceptible things.”17 The imperceptible entities Sellars has in mind here are of course the particles of theoretical physics. But one might rightly insist that postulation of an imperceptible to explain the behavior of perceptibles is nothing new: after all, it is the foundation on which many mythoi and religions are formed. Consider a question about perceptibles: Why does the rain fall to water our plants? A wise shaman might explain the behavior of these perceptibles via a postulated imperceptible: it is the work of spirits who are pleased with our sacrifices. One critic, Alan Donagan, insists directly that these historical expressions of humanity make problematic Sellars’s account, for they suggest some religions are paradigmatically scientific—a dubious result!18

As noted, Sellars (perhaps unsatisfyingly) offers postulation of imperceptibles as the demarcation of the scientific image by stipulation rather than by argument. A further difficulty for the division, in the words of Andrew Chrucky, is that


only those techniques and results which contemporary science finds fruitful and plausible are included in the developing Scientific Image. And this means that all other explanatory schemes and categorial frameworks are, by stipulation, excluded both from the Manifest and the Scientific Images.19



Explanations that do not rely exclusively on the best science of the day are to be left aside, which means, in the orthodox framework of the time period in which Sellars was writing, that explanations have to rely on efficient causality and causal closure.

This understanding of science in setting the terms of debate avoids Donagan’s critique regarding deities, for they do not operate via a scientific understanding of causality. My sense, though, is that this argumentative move also renders much of the manifest image unintelligible, because our ordinary sense of causality is far more robust, and especially laden with teleological commitments, than that used in the dominant science of Sellars’s day. Chrucky claims, I think appropriately, that due to these stipulations, the split between manifest and scientific images, though conventionally satisfying to twentieth-century professional analytic philosophers, is in danger of winding up unhelpfully Procrustean.

Such a danger may be avoided if one keeps in mind that Sellars’s conception of science endorses its continual evolution. Whatever commitments may undergird current inquiries are not necessarily those that will ultimately provide the path to knowledge of the world. After all, Sellars had in EPM famously termed science the “self-correcting enterprise,” meaning that technical and conceptual tools are to be remade through the scientific process. Stultifying errors, like those found in mechanistic frameworks or the ideas of scientific eugenicists, are not the final word, even if they limit a generation’s inquiries. There is always hope that subsequent generations will continue the process of refinement of inquiry, thereby remedying earlier errors and turning away from conceptual dead-ends.

Even in moments of scientific error, there is still value in the offered framework: Sellars uses it productively to question the relationship between ordinary objects and theoretical entities, eventually settling on the conclusion that “manifest objects are ‘appearances’ to human minds of a reality which is constituted by systems of imperceptible particles.”20 Summarizing the consequences of this position, deVries comments, “The [Platonic philosophical] tradition thought it was revealing the very structure of the world, but in Sellars’s view that is ultimately a job for the empirical sciences.”21 And yet, Sellars recognizes that


in any sense in which this image [the manifest], in so far as it pertains to man, is a ‘false’ image, this falsity threatens man himself, inasmuch as he is, in an important sense, the being which has this image of himself.22



With this acknowledgement of his inquiry implying a threat to human self-understanding, Sellars signals discomfort with his developing position, which to this point boldly entailed the ontological priority of the scientific image.

Thus, the concluding section of “Philosophy and the Scientific Image of Man,” which Sellars admits to finding incomplete—“a proper exposition and defense would require at least the space of this whole volume”—offers a way of avoiding the dubious conclusion of human-falsity to which he seemed to be heading. Having commented that where science holds authority is in the domain of description, he explains that


to say that a certain person desired to do A, thought it his duty to do B but was forced to do C, is not to describe him as one might describe a scientific specimen. One does, indeed, describe him, but one does something more. And it is this something more which is the irreducible core of the framework of persons.23



Sellars here insists that the language of intention, obligation, and social pressure or control, all of which are constituted in part by teleological features, cannot be directly expressed in the non-normative, purely descriptive language of contemporary science. He goes on to claim, “the conceptual framework of persons is not something that needs to be reconciled with the scientific image, but rather something to be joined to it.”24 This synoptic point, which Sellars terms an “enrichment” of the scientific image, seems to fly in the face of all that came before it. The apparent tension between the essay’s ending and earlier elements is perhaps especially difficult because of the section’s brevity and paucity of justificatory details; Sellars seems only to assert a way out, not to argue for it.

Some of the specifics that Sellars likely had in mind as he penned those final sentences can be filled in by recognizing that when we do philosophy (or science, or most any other activity), we do so as people. This doing is not only describing and explaining, though those processes are part of the story. But only part. Even if one insists, with Sellars’s scientia mensura as a guiding slogan, that value-neutral scientific description gives the standard of reality, we cannot consistently live and think of ourselves in the experientially hollow way this would imply. The claim “I am an appearance to a human mind (which is also an appearance)” is a very strange one, which is incompatible with the ordinary experience from which Sellars abstracted his idealized images. He notes such when he mentions that the world without purposes is an “alien” one. And yet his scientific realism does not consistently avoid pushing us to think of ourselves on those terms.

Richard J. Bernstein, in an essay that offers significant discussion and critique of the material quoted above, comments on Sellars’s attempt to join the framework of persons to that of science: “at best he has presented us with the form of a solution rather than the solution itself.”25 Brandom suggests we can begin to overcome this concern by interpreting Sellars’s view of science as having only ontological rather than ideological primacy,26 but Sellars himself has not given us much of an account of the relationship between ontology and ideology. Claiming that ontology qua the results of microphysics is ontologically prior to any other description is an ideological point, recognition of which leads Brandom to sloganize “no ontology without ideology.” And yet, Sellars often (as in EPM’s scientia mensura) does not obviously or forthrightly agree; rather, he seems to consider scientific ontology to operate prior to and independently of ideology.

Another way of addressing Sellars’s response to the clash or tension of images, offered by deVries, is to “realize that the world of the manifest image is practically real, whereas the world of the scientific image is not.”27 Though Sellars himself did not use these notions, deVries gives reason to believe they may be attractive and useful. After all, the vast majority of human life is concerned with acting and intending rather than describing and predicting. For the former set of tasks, the kind of scientific description Sellars at his starkest has in mind is basically useless; we cannot interact with or operate on imperceptibles without significant technological apparatuses and complex processes. Also, insofar as Sellars has refused a continuity of methods between the work of science and the work of everyday life, there is no way to imagine the images to be ‘joinable’; their constituents are too divergent. Assuming (with Sellars) that the aim of science is a final Peircean conceptual scheme, deVries asks, “how would a Peircean formulate the intention to get a hammer (for however wonderful the Peircean world might be, things will still need building or fixing)?”28 By ad hoc excluding teleological and purposeful descriptions from the language of science, Sellars makes this task impossible, which deVries argues forcefully:


No straightforwardly and purely physical description of a complex object will be equivalent to ‘hammer’…. Any attempt to capture that in the language of microphysics alone would be at best wildly disjunctive, and even so, it would be inaccurate. A hammer is not just something with which it is possible to pound…. It is not merely an empirical generalization that hammers are used for pounding. Hammers are to be used for pounding.29



Though deVries goes on to call a demand for purpose-free descriptions “silly” and then states, “When Sellars talks of abandoning the framework of common sense, he cannot really mean that we will cease talking of hammers, of shoes and ships and sealing wax, of cabbages and kings,”30 it strikes me that he is being too charitable.31 Sellars, in his response to Donagan (which deVries does not reference), explicitly subordinates and binds the constituents of the putatively practically-real manifest image to the results of contemporary science. Insofar as Sellars understands these results and methods narrowly, and insofar as the manifest image is beholden to the scientific image, purposes are eventually to be rejected. Or at least Sellars does not adequately guard himself against this consequence of his position.

One way to head off such an ugly conclusion would be to endorse a broader conception of what counts as ‘science’, a conception that embraces purposeful description and the reality of perceptibles. Another method would be to give up on the axial Sellarsian profession of scientific realism, as many “left-wing Sellarsians” have done. Witness Brandom:


We see the scientific realism as a throwback—a ‘pre-Sellarsian remnant’ as I called it, to Sellars’s irritation—to commitments Sellars inherited from his father Roy Wood Sellars, without ever realizing that the semantic and epistemological insights of EPM were incompatible with them.32



Rejecting Sellarsian scientific realism is the fulfillment of “no ontology without ideology.” Such a move recognizes that we never get hold of the bare scientific facts; our inquiries are always shaded by our understanding of the world. Moreover, a potential commitment to scientific realism would already be an ‘ideological’ stance, undertaken for some set of purposes. But of course, the sometimes-inflammatory term “ideology” used here needs to be understood in a very broad and more mundane than usual sense. It is not meant to be coextensive with propaganda or even purely political positions. A more expansive conception of ‘ideology’ includes but is not limited to mythical, imposed, or false perspectives. It also encompasses purposes, aims, norms, and our limitations as human inquirers. And, further, this broad sense of ‘ideology’ sets an appropriate tone for thinking about the conceptual location and function of ethical thought in Sellars’s work.

* * *

Sellarsian Ethical Reasoning

When writing of morals and practical reasoning more generally, Sellars was largely concerned “to make intelligible the intersubjectivity and truth of moral oughts.”33 To many ordinary ears, these tasks seem trivial: it is of course intelligible that our moral claims extend beyond ourselves individually, and of course there are moral truths and moral falsehoods. And yet this starting point is a sensible one for Sellars, given that these very elements of moral discourse and theorizing, central though they may appear to be, had been consistently brought into question by many writers, including David Hume as well as those neo-Humeans active in the period just prior to Sellars’s engagement with the subject.

Those few writers who have spent much time on Sellars’s ethics have been quick to note the Kantian soil in which his thought is grown and to which it repeatedly returns. After all, the subtitle to the piece in which his most substantial statement of ethical concerns appears, the 1965–1966 John Locke Lectures, is “Variations on Kantian Themes.” And there he was upfront about his Kantian inheritance: “What, then, is the moral point of view? If anyone has captured its essence, it is surely Kant. And in the following argument I shall lean heavily on his views….”34

Paul Hurley’s “Sellars’s Ethics: Variation on Kantian Themes”35 gives a subtle and detailed analysis of the relationship and difficulties between Sellars’s efforts and Kant’s influence. Though I will not duplicate the breadth and detail of his efforts here, the subsequent two paragraphs will draw freely from his account’s framing.

Kant had insisted that moral oughts are explainable in terms of reasonable intentions and “based on practical reason.”36 He gave a rationalistic account of how moral thinking might operate. Hurley notes that this Kantian account provides “a strong conceptual connection between the moral and rational oughts … —for an agent to judge that she morally ought to do X is, properly understood, for her to judge that it is reasonable for her to intend to do X.”37 Insisting on this conceptual connection begins to solve a pair of difficulties which W. David Solomon, commenting on Sellars, terms “the two fundamental problems” in classical theoretical ethics: “the problem of justification” and “the problem of motivation.” He describes them thus:


The problem of justification can be broadly characterized as the problem of determining the nature of the evidence that is relevant to the truth or falsity of moral judgment and of explaining the relation between this evidence and a moral judgment when a moral judgment is justified…. The problem of motivation can be broadly characterized as the problem of determining how assent to moral judgments, or commitment to moral principles or ideals, or the susceptibility to moral feelings … “relates to” one’s behavior or dispositions to behavior.38



Without a solution to the problem of justification, worries of moral skepticism and relativism lurk; maybe all moral claims are groundless. Failing to respond to the problem of motivation raises the specter of that old question, “Why bother being moral?”; maybe all moral claims are impotent. A Kantian answers the former problem by insisting on the reasonability of moral oughts: they are a matter of reasoning well, namely, with a standard of categorical rather than merely hypothetical reasonableness. The latter problem is addressed by moral judgments’ status as reasonable intentions: that which is intended is that which will subsequently be done, viz., “an agent who judges that it is reasonable to intend to do X will be motivated to act that way if she is rational.”39 Of course, we humans are not always fully rational in the sense of recognizing what our intentions imply. As Sellars says,


An ideally rational being would intend the implications of his intentions, just as he would believe the implications of his beliefs. (It is, however, [a] familiar fact that when we become aware of the implications of our beliefs we often change our mind. It is equally true that when we become aware of the implications of our intentions we often, shall I say, change our heart.)40



Despite our imperfections in the sphere of reasoning well consistently, ensuring a harmony between our reasoning, intentions, and the implications thereof remains a worthy ideal for most of us reasoners.

Hurley summarizes the typical Humean criticism of typical Kantians: the former accept the latter’s solution to the problem of motivation but hold that its reliance on an agent’s intentions undermines the rationalistic basis of their response to the problem of justification. That is, if the problem of motivation is to be solved on those terms, then the problem of justification reasserts itself more fully. Hurley writes,


Humeans argue (1) that this connection [that between accepting an ‘ought’ and intending to act] can only be accounted for by maintaining that practical reasons are or are based in the wants and intentions of the agent, and (2) that as a result practical justification is merely a demonstration of reasonableness relative to the agent’s wants and intentions (merely hypothetical reasonableness), hence cannot support the Kantian claim to a strong conceptual connection between the moral ought and the rational ought.41



What is notable here is that the Humean reverses the order of intention (qua desire) and reasons from how the Kantian had understood it. No longer do reasoned justifications guarantee intentional motivation; rather, preexisting intentions delimit acceptable reasons. This reversing-move sinks the Kantian story, with all of its robustness and extravagances, from its inception. If the Humeans are right about the operation and interrelation of reasons and intentions, then Kantian work does not provide hope of solving the problems of metaethics. As this chapter moves along, I will show how Sellars “turns this Humean argument on its head”42 by rejecting the second premise, above, instead insisting on rendering intentions as categorically rather than only hypothetically reasonable.

This Humean dismissal of the Kantian framework sets the groundwork for much subsequent metaethical debate. In the decades just prior to Sellars’s engagement with these topics, the academic dialectic of the investigation of morality spawned a thinker ready to push the Humean story to its limit. Alfred Jules Ayer had in 1936 produced Language, Truth, and Logic, a text that attempted to summarily dismiss most of the traditional components of philosophical inquiry and discourse. His aim was the usual positivistic intention of showing philosophy the importance of giving up these inquiries, either dismissing them outright or instead handing them off to the empirical sciences. The centerpiece of Ayer’s position was endorsement of the verification theory of meaning: “a statement is held to be literally meaningful if and only if it is either analytic or empirically verifiable.”43 Statements which are not tautologies and also have no possible empirical demonstrations of their truth and falsity are, for Ayer, cognitively meaningless.

Paradigmatic instances of these statements are those of transcendent religion, aesthetics, and ethics. The judgments of ethics, Ayer’s most deeply-studied case among these, are not tautologies, and they appear to be beyond empirical demonstration. Further, they only pretend to syntheticity or absolute objectivity, two ways in which they might be presented as meaningful counterexamples to challenge the proposed verificationist scheme.

While Ayer agrees that “the fundamental ethical concepts are unanalysable [sic],” he insists this is because they are in fact “mere pseudo-concepts,”44 adding nothing substantially factual to a proposition but a statement of the speaker’s own attitude toward the judgment that is reported. This commitment led Ayer to present moral endorsement as equivalent to only a general assessment of approval; for instance, “honesty is good” becomes “honesty, yay.” On the other side of the coin, a statement such as “murder is wrong” is only a lengthier way of reporting an assessment of disapproval, i.e., “murder, boo.” Understanding moral discourse in this way leads to two consequences: (a) The sort of approval and disapproval termed moral is emotive, expressing only an individual’s feelings, and thus, (b)


Another man may disagree with me about the wrongness [e.g.,] of stealing, in the sense that he may not have the same feelings about stealing as I have, and he may quarrel with me on account of my moral sentiments. But he cannot, strictly speaking, contradict me.45



If these two claims are correct, then the truths of moral philosophy are only the reports of an individual or social bias, thus the purview of psychology or sociology, and they are not a meaningful sphere of philosophical reasoning.

Ayer’s work, by his own admission “in every sense a young man’s book,”46 had difficulties, some of which Ayer himself worked out in subsequent writings. Nevertheless, as with many of the other positivistic works of that period, Ayer’s text remained for a time influential, at least as an argumentative foil. And so the stage was set for thinkers of the mid-twentieth century to make attempts at rehabilitating moral philosophy, especially with responses taking up those lines of criticism on which Ayer (and others) had challenged it. Sellars saw that Ayer had offered an easy solution to the problem of motivation—one acts in accord with one’s attitudes—but simultaneously gave up too much else.

The emotivist picture shrugged off hope of responding to the problem of justification by eliminating the possibility of meaningfully reasoning with other people, or even with oneself, about moral claims (by refusing to characterize them as conceptually-informed judgments). This is problematic because, in the words of Cheryl Misak, “the emotivist does not give us explanations that ring true of our attempts to justify our moral obligations.”47 When we believe some action to be obligatory or right, we experience ourselves as justified and ready to attempt explanation.

Further, Ayer “failed to distinguish between emotions and attitudes” insofar as he needlessly ran together kneejerk reactions and carefully-considered, thoughtfully-habituated positions about the world.48 Moral discourse at least appears to involve attitudes that are reached through significant reasoning, which is taught and improved in the classroom and through lived experiences. “Boo” and “yay,” though sometimes uttered as a result of learning and habituation, are more regularly expressed thoughtlessly, perhaps in response to a scraped knee or a pleasing athletic or artistic performance. While attitudes and emotions often do reciprocally inform and condition one another, it is a mistake to understand them as identical with or reducible to one another without remainder.

Although emotivism was subsequently refined with insights from psychology by Charles Stevenson,49 with whom Sellars had studied at Harvard in 1937, Sellars responded primarily to Ayer’s early statements of the emotivist position. The following exposition is helpful in spelling out the terms in which he understood Ayer’s account:


Crude emotivism was developed by philosophers (e.g., Ayer) who held that if a word is not (1) a logico-mathematical word expressing a formal concept or (2) definable in terms of perceptible (or introspectable) states of affairs with the aid of logico-mathematical words and expressing an empirical concept, it does not belong to the conceptual order at all and merely apes words which do. It belongs, rather, with “ouch” and “hup.”50



As early as 1949, Sellars was clear that Ayerian emotivism had to be wrong: “To make the ethical ‘ought’ into even the second cousin of the ‘hurrah’ of a football fan is completely to miss its significance.”51

Sellars was concerned to find an account of morality that “is reasonably faithful to the phenomenology of moral thought and experience.”52 There are at least two features of this phenomenology that must be respected, but which are disregarded by the emotivist’s explanation. First, we do experience moral disagreement as something stronger than a simple disagreement over preferences. Another person’s disagreement with us on moral matters is experientially a type of contradiction. Second, we respond to these disagreements by offering reasons as justifications. In most cases, we do not shrug off moral debate as a matter of individual preference, like a dispute over ice cream flavors. Sellars thus insisted that any adequate account of moral philosophy will preserve these features, which are to be found as central values of the Kantian story: that there are truths to our moral claims and that they are more than consequences of an individual’s particular idiosyncratic and relative desires, that is, that they are in some sense universal.

Sellars was aware that one way to outflank Ayer was to question the pure subjectivity of moral claims: there may be more to judgments of right and wrong than simply the reports of one’s individual attitudes about a situation or set of actions. This could be done either by insisting on the objectivity of moral facts—that some set of moral claims would be true even if no one ever claimed them—or by finding an intersubjective basis for these judgments. If there were truths of morality, and if these truths could be claimed intersubjectively, then Ayer was mistaken, his emotivism was indefensible, and meaningful argumentation in the moral sphere, as well as other related ones, could continue without further distraction.

In fact, Sellars sees Ayer’s failure in even stronger terms than those already discussed. Ayer, on Sellars’s view, had threatened the reasonability of not only moral discourse but also theoretical and scientific discourse as well:


[A] theory of practical reasoning in morals which denies the in principle intersubjectivity and truth of the ought-to-be’s and ought-to-do’s of everyday life must face the challenge of the ought-to-be’s and ought-to-do’s of theoretical reason. This challenge has largely been ignored…. I think, with Charles Sanders Peirce, that the facing of this challenge is the culmination of the philosophical enterprise.53



While moral reasoning is obviously a normative affair, Sellars here indicates that theoretical reasoning is too. There are ways to reason well and ways to reason poorly, especially if one is reasoning and making evaluations about knowledge or science.

Decades earlier, Peirce had made much of this, especially in the fifth lecture of his Lectures on Pragmatism of 1903, “The Three Normative Sciences.”54 If one cannot give an account of moral judgment that has a response to egoism and the most naïve versions of relativism, then one also cannot avoid the same sort of results in theoretical reasoning. Positions in moral philosophy like Ayer’s undermine the enterprise of reasoning and philosophy generally. This point has regularly been ignored, though its scent has often led thinkers to rend the world into the unrelated universes of “is” and “ought,” insisting that the unreasonable or purely subjective character of one-half of human experience does not simultaneously undermine the reasonability or objectivity of the other. Sellars’s synopticism, much as Peirce’s before him, does not easily accept splitting the world in such a manner.

* * *

To set the stage for a response to Ayer and others of his ilk, Sellars insists that moral judgments are practical in the sense of standing as reasons for action, and that they are truth-bearing. Understanding practical reasoning as intimately involved with acting led him to identify the constituents of this kind of reasoning in terms of intentions, which are conceptions of planned action. ‘Ought-talk’, for Sellars, “expresses an intention along with the agent’s practical endorsement (positive assessment) of that intention.”55 Note that a practical endorsement of an intention involves a readiness to act; these endorsements are not the idle approval of judgments found in the emotivist account. Sellars and his student Héctor-Neri Castañeda each wrote significant material, including in correspondence to one another, about “the logic of intentions.” In the following paragraphs, I will draw on relevant features of this logic, but much of its historical development and subtlety will, regretfully, be omitted here.56

Practical reasoning is a kind of thought that leads to action, but it is not always obvious in what ways thinking and doing are connected. It is, then, appropriate to find what links the two domains together. The sort of conceptual activity closest to action is not the intention but rather the volition, which Sellars “conceive[s] on the analogy of such candid thinkings-out-loud as ‘I shall now do a.”57 If truly held, and barring some unexpected limitation, a volition implies that one does (or perhaps is doing) what one intends. The relationship between volition and action admits of the least possible temporal break. Volition means action, and, as such, volitions stand as the eventual conclusions of Sellarsian practical reasoning. Despite this role, Sellars is quick to note that not all volitions are the result of such reasoning; some are habitual or instinctual. Said another way, and perhaps obviously, not all actions are planned. And yet some are.

To show the relationship between volition and intention, Sellars highlights their “chronologic” relation. Given a sufficient passage of time and no confounding factors, a candidate intention, “I shall go to the store in ten minutes” becomes “I shall go to the store now.” An intention becomes a volition, and one goes to the store. DeVries expresses this idea in a nicely organic phrase, writing, “volitions are intentions that have ripened into effect.”58

In his technical pieces, Sellars consistently uses the word ‘shall’ to express intention, while ‘will’ always means the simple future tense. With this in mind, the central principle of his logic of intentions is


‘It is the case that-P’ implies ‘it is the case that-Q’ ⇔ ‘It shall be the case that-P’ implies ‘it shall be the case that-Q’.

‘Implies’ here is not used as the truth-functional conditional but rather more concretely and less narrowly, as “equivalent to “ ‘q’ may be inferred from ‘p’.””59



Sellars’s principle indicates that whatever entailment relationships hold in the domain of is-talk are also applicable to that of shall-talk.60 That is, the relationships of theoretical reasoning have practical analogues, and vice versa. Thus, “ ‘P and Q’ implies ‘P’ ” implies “ ‘Shall (P and Q)’ implies ‘Shall (P)’,”61 by simplification, “ ‘P’ and ‘Q’ ” implies ‘P and Q’ ” implies “ ‘Shall (P) and Shall (Q)’ implies ‘Shall (P and Q)’,” by conjunction introduction, and so on.

Sellars offers a series of formalizations to aid in thinking clearly about the logic of intentions. ‘Shall’ is used as an operator, marking indicative statements (about what will be the case [i.e., in the simple future tense]) as statements of intention: “Thus, ‘I shall do A’ becomes ‘Shall (I will do A)’.”62 But without care, two types of statements with intentional content can be run together. These are the expression of an intention and the report of an intention. Exemplary of the latter is Frank’s statement “Susan plans to go to the store,” in which he points out the existence of some intention. Susan’s own statement, “I will go to the store,” instead expresses her intention to go and shop. To distinguish between expressions of intention and reports of intentions, a further refinement to the ‘shall’ operator is introduced: the intender is noted by a subscript on ‘shall’, e.g., “Susan intends to go to the store” is thus rendered “ShallSusan (Susan will go to the store),” while “Frank intends that Susan go to the store” becomes “ShallFrank (Susan will go to the store).”

One difficulty in setting intentions as the centerpiece of an account of practical reasoning that is meant to avoid emotivist or subjectivist argumentation is that they are “irreducibly egocentric.”63 Ordinarily, intentions are thought of as attitudes or dispositions of some individual, a characterization of what he or she is planning, hoping to do, or acting toward. If the individualistic character of intentions is not treated carefully, Ayer’s unsatisfying deflation of moral reasoning returns. Moral contradiction is again a mere phantasm, strictly impossible on an individualistic rendering of intention and moral judgment. Solomon explains:


If moral judgments, like ordinary expressions of intentions, were essentially egocentric, then neither real moral agreement nor real moral disagreement would be possible. Moral agreement wouldn’t be possible because two persons could not express the same moral judgment. Moral disagreement would not be possible because access to external negation would be denied to persons expressing moral judgments.64



This last point is paramount. Chris’s intention to hit me, formalized “ShallChris (I will hit you),” is contradicted in intention only by “ShallChris (I will not hit you),” not by “It is not the case that Chris intends to hit you.” This last is a report of an intention, not an expression of the same, and so it contradicts only another report of intention, “Chris intends to hit you.”

Sellars tells us straightforwardly that two people cannot share the same personal intention. This likely seems unintuitive or perhaps plain wrong. Consider an obvious example: Most students, for instance, intend to do well in school. So we might say that each of Tom, Fred, and John intend to do well in school. Stated this way, it seems that each is working toward the same end and thus they seem to have the same personal intention. Parsing these intentions on Sellars’s formalization makes clear why this is mistaken, however.


	1) ShallTom (I [That is, Tom] will do well in school)

	2) ShallFred (I [That is, Fred] will do well in school)

	3) ShallJohn (I [That is, John] will do well in school)



Though each of Tom, Fred, and John intends similar contents, each is intending success of and for himself. “That I do well in school” is irredeemably egocentric, and as the utterer or intender shifts, so too does the subject’s referent.

But perhaps Tom might find himself in an especially supportive peer group, in which each and every one of those people about him wishes that he will do well in school. Perhaps they are likewise ready to do what they are able to support his efforts, and so each of Tom, Fred, and John form the intention that Tom will do well in school:


	ShallTom (Tom will do well in school)

	ShallFred (Tom will do well in school), etc.



The intentional content in question here now has more overlap insofar as all three intenders’ aims are squarely Tom-directed. Despite their increasing confluence of aims, however, all of these supportive individuals do not yet have the same intentions. Tom’s own intention-content, “that Tom will do well in school,” is of course directed to himself, that is, ‘I’, while those of his fellows are about Tom as ‘he’. The designator ‘Tom’, though now sharing a common referent, has different significance when conceptualized by Tom or by his fellows. Tom’s ‘Tom’ has a fuller sense than that invoked by the others.

But even if this is so, one still might insist that the three have the same intention, individually: they are all planning and acting to assist the same Tom. And they may all understand Tom in the same ways, with the same histories, and with identical attendant beliefs. Even with all of this stipulated, Sellars responds that this is not a case of intentional identity; rather, “the two intentions are ‘parallel’.”65 While the content specified in each case is the same, the eventual volitions produced as a result of their intentions will almost surely be different; an intention’s implications are as much a part of the intentional structure as the intention itself. While Fred may contribute to Tom’s school success financially, John may do so by helping him to study. Even if each plans to assist Tom in the most similar of ways, the effected actions involved are their own, individually. The limit on two people having the same intention comes down not to a difference in aims but instead to difference in the character, actors, and scope of implied intentions and subsequent action.

Sellars’s recasting of moral discourse into practical reasoning on intentions introduces conceptual truth to this discourse, which points in the direction of a solution to the metaethical problem of justification. Intentions are statements in the indicative mood, and, as such, they can indicate truly or falsely how some individual plans to act. But admitting the “irreducible egocentricity” of intentions, which the story of Tom and his school-helpers seems to endorse, can seem a headlong charge into the very egoism and concomitant impossibility of strong moral conflict, expressible as contradiction, which Sellars had been at pains to avoid all along. Without this possibility in our moral discourse, the evidentiary element of the problem of justification becomes resolved at the price of any possibility of intersubjectivity. This point can be made clear by looking once more to the academic efforts of John, Fred, and Tom.

Suppose, again, that John and Fred intend to assist Tom with doing well in school. Due to their opposing views on what habits and virtues make for school success, however, they bizarrely end up intending to work against one another. John has read much about tutoring, cooperation, and hands-on learning, so he reasons from “ShallJohn (Tom will do well in school)” to “ShallJohn (John will schedule study sessions with Tom) and (John will check Tom’s homework)” and the like. Fred, on the other hand, has been raised on the virtues of “going it alone,” and so he reasons from “ShallFred (Tom will do well in school)” to “ShallFred (Tom will learn academic independence),” which likely implies “ShallFred (John will not schedule study sessions with Tom).”

In this scenario, though Fred and John are both working toward the same overarching end, and, as such, share an intention, their respective derivations lead to conflicting intentions—acting to ensure that John will and will not schedule study sessions. This state of affairs has all the makings of intersubjective tension, with John and Fred disagreeing and actively working against one another. John and Fred may even feel themselves in a sort of experiential contradiction. But, as the results of their reasoning are rendered in this way, “ShallJohn (John will schedule study sessions with Tom)” and “ShallFred (John will not schedule study sessions with Tom),” the conflict is only at the level of intentional content. The two statements of intentions are wholly consistent. Because the conflicting content is expressed by different intenders, there is no possibility of expressing this experiential conflict in terms of a logical one. To be able to express the conflict logically would require external negation on the shall operator, which in this case has two different intenders.

With this difficulty in mind, consider what occurs when Tom’s friends adopt a slightly different way of thinking. After meeting to discuss Tom’s situation, Fred and John together decide that they both intend to assist Tom’s scholarly activity. While this may be the same situation as that above, with each of Fred and John intending Tom’s success, Sellars thinks it is also possible for them to develop and then share a further intention:


	Shallwe (Tom will do well in school),



where ‘we’ is understood to mean something other than the simple coincidence of Fred’s and John’s individual plans for Tom. More on ‘we’ will be discussed below, but for the moment, notice that recognizing ‘we’ as an intender allows the presentation of logical contradiction between their intending that, for instance, John will and will not organize study sessions, i.e., Shallwe (John will and will not organize study sessions). This new kind of intention, which Sellars calls a “we-intention,” is one of his most significant contributions to the logic of moral discourse.

In order to address the difficulty of egocentricity in intentional discourse while still preserving the value of his account of intention-based practical reasoning, Sellars saw it was necessary to shift the locus of moral intentionality from the individual agent to a broader subject, from ‘I’ to ‘we’. Presented grammatically, this movement seems nearly inconsequential: it is a simple pluralization of the first person.66 Presented logically, this shift opens the space on which Sellars confronts the Ayerian challenge directly and provides his most original, though still underappreciated, contribution to twentieth-century moral thinking. This modification of the intender of some sorts of intentions has sweeping consequences for Sellars’s thought as well as the way in which it has been taken up by subsequent thinkers. When presented experientially, reorientation from I to we exposes the most significantly human elements of Sellars’s often recondite theorizing. Sellars himself notes some of these, but his systematic and logical ambition frequently limits engaged discourse on the enlivening consequences of these insights. Discussion of some of these will pepper the remainder of this chapter.

* * *

Sellarsian Ethical Thinking and Communities

With all of these elements of Sellars’s account of we-intentional practical reasoning now explored and commented upon, we return to the forthrightly Kantian concerns with which this discussion began. The typical Humean had criticized the typical Kantian on his or her own terms: rational motivation for action is grounded in an individual’s intentions and wants. As such, these actions are reasonable relative only to these subjective desires—that is, hypothetically reasonable—and this is the first step on a quick path to relativism or moral skepticism. But Sellars has an ingenious response, which rejects the strict wedge so often driven between hypothetical and categorical reasonableness. He states this plainly: “It has been easy to assume that relative and categorical reasonableness are incompatible: that an intention can have one or the other but not both. This assumption is simply false.”67 An intention dependent on a categorically reasonable intention would indeed be relative to it, but this does not mean the derived intention in question would be only relatively reasonable. Categorical reasonableness is preserved in the derivation, and so an intention derived from a categorically reasonable intention would be both relatively and categorically reasonable.

Here is Sellars’s candidate for a categorically reasonable intention, which can provide both intersubjectivity and validity (that is, categorical reasonableness) in moral reasoning: “It shallwe be the case that our welfare is maximized.”68 This intention is obviously intersubjective by dint of its status as a we-intention, an intention with ‘we’ as the ascribed intender. Sellars explains its categorical reasonableness through noting that it


does seem to have an authority which is more than a mere matter of its being generally accepted. It is a conceptual fact that people constitute a community, a we, by virtue of thinking of each other as one of us, and by willing the common good not under the species of benevolence—but by willing it as one of us, or from a moral point of view.69



It is true that an intention such as this one is held by most people. If ‘we’ is understood narrowly enough—in terms of family or friends, perhaps—then only the most sociopathic or narcissistic of individuals would not hold the above intention. But, as Sellars explains, there is more to this intention’s importance than its ubiquity. What it means to be a community is to be a collection of people concerned with and working toward one another’s welfare. He realizes, of course, that our efforts toward the common good are not always perfect:


Any legislator, motivated by the common good, must ask questions of the form: What kind of action in this kind of circumstance would promote the common good? Only an omniscient legislator would not have to hedge his answers with ‘probably’ and ‘for the most part’.70



And yet our finitude does not keep us from undertaking actions with a mindset directed toward one another. More will be said about this “conceptual fact” below.

To be a community is to be the sort of arrangement of beings who are working together for their collective benefit. This element, as Ferdinand Tönnies argued, sets apart communities from societies. It also distinguishes communities from random collections of individuals, those groups who might be understood, in John Dewey’s clever phrasing, as “marbles in a box.” With these requirements on our understanding of community, it is clear that not all grammatically appropriate uses of ‘we’ are relevant to a Sellarsian analysis of moral community. Three cases highlight three different ways in which ‘we’ may be used correctly and yet not relevantly for the study underway.


	1) Two strangers in an elevator may, having cast eyes upon one another, each think “we are here together.” Though it strains the imagination, perhaps they each might even report “we intend that we will ascend.” Short of mechanical failure or spontaneous affection, however, there is little joint welfare or shared intention to be found in this situation. The difficulty of finding the right sort of intentions here is primarily temporal: the people involved are together only momentarily, a short enough duration that they may regard one another more as furniture than as people.

	2) A pair of business people, each selfishly using the other for profit and individual gain, opens a company. Each utters, “We are going into business together,” and each holds “we intend that the business is successful.” Insofar as their association is predicated on self-interest and their conception of success likely involves selling out the other, maximizing our welfare is far from thought and deed.

	3) The president of a large and prosperous nation appears on television, interrupting the evening’s regularly scheduled programming. In a stern voice, she begins, “We intend to commit the full resources of this nation to destroying the evil-doers.”



The first and second examples clearly do not admit of Sellars’s categorically-reasonable intention of intending our welfare. The first lacks it because of duration of interaction; the second is undermined because of nefarious aims directly at odds with communal welfare. The third case is a more interesting and difficult one. Surely a nation with a head of state subsists in a way that elevator companionship does not. And ideally such a collection of people will have some conception of a “general welfare” toward which they might intend and work. But at such a scale, it can be more than a little challenging to determine what this welfare entails. The president likely intends that the nation and ‘we’ will overlap coextensively, but this is almost surely fantasy. Later in this text, there will be further discussion of the issue of community and scale. For now, it is raised as a challenge to keep in mind. Intending war was chosen as exemplary in measure because it is one to which Sellars often turns when presenting we-intentions, and it stands as a moment of moral starkness in which ‘we’ and ‘they’ conflict in many registers.

Despite the above difficult situations, of course there are many unproblematic cases in which people do say ‘we’, conceive of one another as ‘us’, and work together for their common benefit. Trivially, one might consider sports teams, the relevant welfare of which is winning the game or championship. More seriously, an ideal friendship or romantic pairing may spend a lifetime of thinking of themselves in terms of ‘we’, struggling and willing, orienting and sacrificing themselves toward interests of themselves together, as we. And of course we hope that our national and other political identities lead to common benefit.

Solomon takes Sellars to understand community membership as “an agents [sic] seeing himself as a member of a community,” which he unpacks to mean “some agent sees himself as a member of a community if and only if he shares some intersubjective intentions with the members of that community.”71 It is not clear to me that communities are only made up of people who see themselves as part of the community; one can have an intersubjective intention without knowing it, realizing the implicit community’s presence only at some later point. And of course sharing some of a community’s intersubjective intentions does not mean sharing them all. Communities, moral and otherwise, frequently include substantial diversity. Community does not mean, imply, or require strict and absolute homogeneity.

But as Sellars has set moral community to be those with whom we share some moral intentions, can there be disagreement about we-intentions within a community? Are there ‘we’s in tension? If not, then moral communities must function in one of two ways. First, a community might be built around a single intention which all members happen now to share, regardless of the intentions’ origins or outcomes. But this seems remarkably thin and not to appreciate the living, temporal quality of community. Second, a community might exist only among all individuals who share the same intentions on all matters that might be termed moral. This is to invite solipsism, communities of one, which gives up the intersubjectivity criterion Sellars thought necessary. More troublingly, both of these strategies treat moral community as fixed and final, a product of today’s intentions without attention to yesterday’s and tomorrow’s. They fail to appreciate the way in which communities, like individual persons, grow and develop, testing and struggling with different conceptions of how the world ought to be and thus what they ought to do. Without a developmental conception of communities, we must accept that community is a transitory, fleeting entity, momentary and present only so long as a particular confluence of intentions obtains.

To preserve the applicability of this theory to living communities rather than imagined ones made up of only all-knowers, the answer to questions of ‘we’s in tension must be yes. There are identifiable historical communities which contain members of different minds, at least in terms of strategy (or what ought to be done, given what ought to be), as when we speak of those who intend peace but accede to taking up different, less peaceful strategies toward its ends. And there are of course communities which have gradually developed different moral commitments, sometimes ones that are directly at odds with their earlier positions: consider the Republican Party’s founding by people inspired by the communitarian socialist Charles Fourier.

Sellars himself noticed these kinds of developmental tensions, writing in a footnote, “to discuss with another person what ought to be done presupposes (shall I say dialectically?) that you and he are members of one community.”72 Even if resolution of disagreement about moral matters will not be forthcoming, despite everyone’s best efforts, a continuing relationship that might allow such resolution stands as a regulative ideal in the very structure of conversation. So perhaps a guiding intention that we will work toward agreement—a kind of general welfare—could link together a community even if no members held any other relevant intentions.

Sellars points in the direction of ‘we’s in tension when he noted one limitation on the origin of we-intentions, that


from the fact that Smith values something, X, as one of us, it doesn’t follow that ‘We value X’. We may well—indeed, often do—differ in what we value as members of the community. Yet in principle there could be agreement.73



So long as the ideal of agreement is at play, then a given community can hold contradictory elements within it at the levels of both action and intention.

This allowance has significant consequences, for the bounds of community are then not only set by those with whom we do agree or those with whom we will surely come to agree but also those with whom we could, in principle, come to agree. When paired with a fair degree of hope, a willingness to listen, the dictates of charity, and a long enough scale of time, this ideal ignites the possibility of speaking of a broadly-encompassing moral community—perhaps even one of all communicators.

But with all this said, who are ‘we’? DeVries claims that for Sellars, “the moral ‘we’ has no explicit membership rider: it is not ‘we educators’, ‘we Democrats’, or even ‘we human beings’.”74 He goes on to explain that there may be implicit commonality, however. Hurley suggests that “[i]n the moral case Sellars takes this group [the ‘we’ of moral intention] to be the group of all rational beings.”75 Sellars’s clearest response to the question of who we are—which is also the starkest, most general, and, as such, least helpful—is “the scope of ‘we’ includes everybody that we recognize as one of us.”76 This answer only serves to shift the problem: who then do we recognize as ‘one of us’?

More concrete answers to these sorts of questions shifted throughout Sellars’s career and even within the confines of particular arguments. In earlier phases, he was mostly concerned to establish the reasonableness of intention relative to some limited community. This is to establish our moral claims intersubjectively, with concern only for the justificatory lights of those other people to whom we explain ourselves. At this early point, he was leaning primarily on the conceptual fact of community, meaning a concern for general welfare. In later phases, Sellars was instead struggling to find a way to make these intentions reasonable beyond a limited ‘us’, reasonable to any community, or at least to any set of potential reasoners. Sellars was at this point most explicitly returning to his Kantian grounding, as Kant had told us that moral claims were worthy of our allegiance in the exclusive case when they were not only intersubjectively or categorically but indeed universally valid—reasonable to all reasoning beings. So who, for Sellars, is the moral ‘we’? Ideally, it is the latter case, a community of all who reason. But, as will be shown, this is easier asserted than argued.

Consider Sellars on the origins and development of who ‘we’ are:


The recognition of each man everywhere as one of us was the extension of tribal loyalty which exploded it into something new. It has a precarious toehold in the world, and we are usually a far smaller group. Kant’s conception of each rational being everywhere as one of us is a still more breath-taking point of view which may yet become a live option.77



The movement in this quotation is from the narrow affiliation of oneself and one’s immediate family and fellows, through a community of fellow humans, to an increasingly all-encompassing group with membership limited only by ability to engage in reason-giving. But Kant’s account, breathtaking though it may be, leaves us with little to say about historical communities, focusing as he does (at least in the best-known elements of his corpus) on rational, transcendent selves. With this focus in mind, Sellars raises the fear that while Kant was largely correct that our status as moral beings is tied up with our status as rational beings, this admission is not enough to guarantee the reality of an all-encompassing moral community: one could imagine oneself to be a member of the community of rational beings, in either its epistemic or ethical guises, even if there were no such community. The central ethical commitment of this community would be “It shallwe be the case that each of us rational beings so acts as to promote our welfare.”78 But Sellars then asks for an argument for the reality of the community of all rational beings. He identifies two premises as sufficient for this conclusion:


	(a) To think of oneself as a rational being is (implicitly) to think of oneself as subject to epistemic oughts binding on rational beings generally, and

	(b) The intersubjective intention to promote epistemic welfare implies the intersubjective intention to promote welfare sans phrase [“needs and desires generally”].



After claiming that establishing this implication—from one’s status as a rational being to membership in an ethical community of rational beings—would require “the dialectical skill of a Socrates, a Hegel, or a Peirce to bring … to the surface,” Sellars indicates that the first premise is “not implausible.” Of course, in the years since he first made these assertions, Brandom and others have done much to develop the Peircean and Sellarsian idea that being a reasoner is indeed a normative affair, and so the first premise is perhaps even less implausible than it may have been previously.

About the second premise, however, Sellars writes, “despite Peirce’s valiant efforts, [it] remains problematic, and without it, the argument for the reality of an ethical community … remains incomplete.” Sellars did not specifically indicate what of Peirce he had in mind when discounting his valiant efforts in constituting an epistemic-ethical community. The likely targets are the passing communitarian thoughts on inquiry in 1868’s “Consequences of Four Incapacities,” what was offered as the method of science in 1878’s “Fixation of Belief,” and the late-life insistence on the aesthetic ground of both ethics and logic. One difficulty in this connection immediately springs to mind, however: Peirce ordinarily identifies his community as one of inquirers, not of reasoners. Now, obviously some inquirers do (at least implicitly) use the tools of reasoning for their epistemic enterprises, but I draw this distinction in order to highlight Peirce’s distinctiveness: though rational inquiry is a key sort for human inquirers, it is not for him the only way of seeking truths. Whatever truth is, in the final analysis, discovered will include those elements discovered by these other processes. Further, consider a key difference noted by Vincent Colapietro: “Peirce diverges from Kant and his more orthodox followers … [by recognizing that r]eflective agents are … not trans-empirical selves but practically identifiable, thus historically implicated, actors.”79 Inquiry involves action and situatedness in a way that too much focus on inquiry-qua-reasoning can miss. Replacing a community of inquirers with a community of reasoners may wind up eliminating some kinds of inquiry. In any case, inquiry is always a more-involved process than identifying premises and working through their entailments, a conclusion that the Sellarsian community-of-reasoners account does not guard against, and that thinkers such as Brandom have unhelpfully endorsed.

Sellars does not say what he found lacking in Peirce’s account of the relationship between the epistemic and ethical communities. One of the key criticisms Sellars would have offered would surely be motivated by Sellars’s thoroughgoing commitment to nominalism: for him, communities do not have collective personalities as they do for Peirce and other objective idealists. While Sellars insists that “we-intending” is a “different form of consciousness”80 than “I-intending,” he goes on to note that this is the result of individuals’ “internalizing the concept of the group”81 rather than any existent, external feature of the group collectively or independently of its members. I suspect, however, that Sellars’s prime concern with the argument offered in “Consequences of Four Incapacities” is simply its brevity and incompleteness. Christopher Hookway suggests this argument can be filled in by looking to Josiah Royce to find the development of Peirce’s thoughts on community.82 If this is so, then Sellars may have been on to something when, as I will show, he invoked Roycean loyalty as the prime support for moral commitment.

With that promissory nod toward Hookway and Royce, I offer a brief digression in the direction of an argument for the desirable but apparently incompletely-supported second premise. Sellars would likely find this suggested argument unacceptable, though Peirce in his later years, especially when writing against the positions of the eugenicist Karl Pearson, may have accepted it. Sellars’s first premise tells us that thinking of oneself as a reasoner—or maybe as an inquirer more generally—commits a person to certain epistemic responsibilities, likely involving both method and aims. Inquirers accept criticism. To the extent possible, inquirers limit their biases. Perhaps centrally, inquirers strive toward truth.

Scholarly understanding and philosophical deployments of the Peircean community of inquirers are too often limited only to the ideal role it plays as the would-be certifier of truth or as the trans-historical grouping that allows us to understand how the work of disparate thinkers such as Aristotle, Ptolemy, Galileo, and Einstein all fit together. In thinking about the community, however, we should bear in mind that Peirce himself was a working scientist. Colapietro’s claim about Peircean inquirers, quoted above, means that questions about the historically-situated material conditions of inquiry and reasoning are paramount in understanding what it means to reason, to inquire, to be a reasoner and to be an inquirer. It is difficult to do one’s best work in seeking the truth while hiding from debt collectors in Arisbe’s attic. Our striving toward truth is frustrated if we have to spend our days working meaningless jobs to pay off student loans. We are not seeking truth when we are recovering from unjustified violence. And so on. If we genuinely hold the intention of bringing about epistemic welfare, the possible situation where as many of us are undertaking the best possible kinds of rational inquiries, then we must also hold the intention to do what we can to make possible and then to realize this welfare. Thus, all inquirers are together an ethical community, benefiting one another’s welfare directly for the indirect sake of truth.

A critic might reply that one can bring about epistemic welfare by thinking of others as beneficiaries rather than as members of the moral-epistemic community. But insofar as the community is a historical product, with members joining and leaving as time goes along, taking on rational projects only as they have means to do so, epistemic success is predicated on material security. More plainly: time for education in truth-seeking norms and procedures, as well as application in inquiry of these same norms, is most readily available only when one’s needs for food and shelter are addressed.

When we work toward the truth or make claims about knowledge, we are taking steps toward and thus bound up with the fate of the epistemic community. The community of inquirers is made actual in and through us and our efforts. Our work is its reality. Without us, it is nothing. This community comes into being through not only successful inquiries but also through truth-seeking attempts that result in failure. But if the reality of the epistemic community and its attendant duties are dependent upon our faithful work in its service, why would the same not be true for the ethical community? I suggest that by striving to develop a universal ethical community from the putatively universal rational community instead of trying to build up a universal ethical community from particular paradigmatic instances of ethical activity, Sellars missed an opportunity to present an easy commonality. If the epistemic community is made real through our working toward truth and knowledge, then we can say that the ethical community is made real through our working toward the good.

Perhaps this argument feels lacking, that too little has been said about how we ethical beings are bound together, about what responsibilities we have toward one another, and most significantly, about what the good is. But no, if Peirce’s scientific community is to be seen as identical with or as a model for an ethical community, then we need to take seriously what Peirce showed us about how little of the content and ends of the epistemic community are filled in in the present—or even in the short run. It is only in the long run, once the work has been done, that we find out how the community operated and in what its reality consisted.

Perhaps one of the difficulties in finding an argument for the reality of this ethical community is in the argument’s incipit, its terms of engagement. By beginning with a conception of ourselves as primarily reasoners, we select out and highlight a broad swath of humanity (while simultaneously excluding most if not all non-human animals). These people may form a sort of ideal community. But it is not clear whether what makes for good reasoners also makes for fellow-feeling and ethical consideration; and, in fact, history has suggested that using such a narrow criterion for moral inclusion leads to disaster. The other thinkers addressed in this work intentionally begin from different starting points, though each for divergent reasons. As we continue along, looking at some of the origins and outcomes of aspects of Sellars’s moral theory, it will be helpful to keep in mind this key challenge: to what degree is it possible or desirable to anchor an account of moral community in the community of reasoners? How one responds to this question determines much, some of which will be articulated in my fourth chapter.

Sellars himself anticipates some of the difficulty in identifying the moral and rational communities when, as noted above, he concludes his reflections on rational-moral community in Science and Metaphysics with a resigned nod to Peirce’s efforts and an attitude of aporia. Since Sellars cannot find an argument for the reality of the epistemic-moral community, in which acting for the good of all is necessarily implicit in one’s being a reasoner, he is confronted with a further philosophical question, which is as perennial as any could be: without such an argument, why be moral at all?

Sellars’s most sustained reflections on this question are to be found in “Science and Ethics,” first presented as a public lecture to the Phoebe Griffin Noyes Library Association seven years before Science and Metaphysics. There he puts the matter thus:


Let us suppose then that ethical principles express impersonal attitudes towards life and conduct in the [broadly Kantian] sense just defined. What becomes of the problem of justifying ethical principles? It becomes the following: Granted that I and my fellow man have been brought up to have such and such impersonal commitments concerning what is to be done in various kinds of circumstances, is there any reason why I should not let these commitments wither away and encourage self-regarding attitudes, attitudes which, in the vernacular, look out for Number One?83



Were rationality to imply membership in an ethical community, this question’s challenge would not present itself, or at least it would have an immediate reply through reference to what it is to be a reasoning being. Failing this, egoism reappears on the horizon. While it is clearly beneficial to oneself for others to be moral, it may be disadvantageous for oneself to be likewise constrained: as Plato had Glaucon report, it would be ideal to have all the benefits of others’ justice while one undertakes injustice for oneself. To head off this kind of reasoning, Sellars indicates that self-interest cannot lead to morality in the sense of impersonal intentions and attitudes, because self-interested actions are taken “only as a means of gaining rewards and avoiding penalties.”84 This motivation is wholly at odds with the entire framework of Sellarsian moral thought.

* * *

Why Sellarsian Thought Needs Josiah Royce

Without a successful argument for the rational-moral community, one might be tempted to accept self-interest, despite Sellars’s protests, as the best we can do and thus to give up on the Sellarsian story. This would be to embrace moral skepticism and apathy as well as individualist relativism in their most destructive forms. Reflecting on the nature of moral discourse, though, gives Sellars a clue to a different and more secure foundation for morals than either egoism or membership in the questionably existent community of all reasoners. He does not unpack this argument’s particulars, and so I quote the passage at length, with each sentence numbered for the sake of detailed discussion:


(1) The only frame of mind which can provide direct support for moral commitment is what Josiah Royce called Loyalty, and what Christians call Love (Charity). (2) This is a commitment deeper than any commitment to abstract principle. (3) It is this commitment to the well-being of our fellow man which stands to the justification of moral principles as the purpose of acquiring the ability to explain and predict stands to the justification of scientific theories. (4) This concern for others is a precious thing, the foundation for which is laid in early childhood, though it can come about, in adult years, through the little understood phenomena of conversion and psychotherapy.85



In later chapters I take up Roycean loyalty (chapter 2) and Christian love (chapters 3 and 4), so for the time being I set aside much of sentence (1). Two other words stand out as needing comment, however: first, “only,” and second, “direct.” Sellars does not provide an argument for why the supports he mentions are the only ones that directly engender moral commitment. Nor is it clear that any possible argument could be offered for this conclusion; after all, as discussed above, we are finite reasoners, and other possible supports may have only thus far eluded our attention. Further, by using the term “only” with the singular “is” of identity in this claim, Sellars implies that Roycean loyalty and Christian love are identical in relevant respects. This is not so. As will be shown in later parts of the next chapter, Christian love is exemplary but not exhaustive of Roycean loyalty.

The second sentence speaks of depth of commitment, with loyalty/love undergirding abstract moral principles. Often, in our reified philosophical theorizing, we assume that contemplating what constitutes the best human lives or making principled stands on disinterested, universalist scopes of application and membership provide the grounds for moral thinking. This kind of thinking, after all, motivated Sellars in his attempt to find an argument for the reality of the universal moral-rational community. But this kind of effort, on Sellars’s telling, is to reverse the historical and conceptual priority. The passage’s third sentence explains why: it is only because we care about one another, rather than only our individual selves, that we engage in moral discourse at all. In the same way, if we were uninterested in explaining and predicting the world, we would not have begun to present and refine scientific theories: we would not have begun to theorize about the world’s mysteries. That we do this sort of theorizing suggests that both prediction and explanation are already among our aims and abilities. A basic feature of bothering to undertake and act on moral commitments is that we are not exclusively self-interested. To speak of self-interested morality is to misconstrue moral discourse; it is to miss the point.

The above quotation’s fourth line speaks to a neo-Humean character underlying Sellars’s Kant-infused theorizing about morals. Lacking an argument for the reality of the moral community of all reasoners, his significant formal edifice winds up built upon a foundation of sentiment. We care and reason about morals because we are raised to care. Sympathies and many of the bonds of community which precede and gird our moral reasoning are not something into which one can be argued. They are instead planted, cultivated, and grown during the same educative period in which we come to think of ourselves as selves and become initiated into the normative communities that guide our language and conceptual use.

In a similar context elsewhere Sellars notes, “Most people live on second hand moral thinking, and the momentum of childhood training.”86 Base self-interest, which casts a skeptical shadow on the whole moral enterprise, does not present itself for most people as a live option. Failing this early-life development, however, one is unlikely to be able to care about others and thus to be able to adopt the impersonal (or at least less individual) stance Sellars thinks constitutes moral discourse. Notice the two ways he claims adults may gain this ability: conversion and psychotherapy. Both of these kinds of experiences focus on radical reorientation of an individual’s relationship with the world, other people, and him or herself. Both rely on a felt insufficiency in present habits of self-conception, which leads to crisis. This moment of experiential brokenness allows for interpretive redescription on the terms of a therapist or religious tradition. “Here is where you think you and the world stand,” the converter explains, noting how this description has failed. Through discourse or questioning, the converting individual will be told or led to consider “perhaps you were mistaken. Perhaps this way of seeing it will repair your brokenness.” If such an intervention is successful, this person will come to understand him or herself in a new conceptual space, one that may contain the seeds of the moral perspective, which had previously, through negligence or trauma, been inaccessible.

In the next chapter, we will turn to Royce’s writings on community, loyalty, and love in order to make sense of Sellars’s insistence that the best support for moral commitment is to be found among them. Before Sellars’s work is mostly set aside for a moment—it will return in earnest in chapter 3—I wish to note how his concluding remarks in “Science and Ethics” return to the theme of self-interest. These will be helpful to compare with Royce’s own thoughts on self-interest.

Having expressed that crude self-interest and the impersonal character of moral discourse are at odds, Sellars admits that “[a] society in which everyone was guided by intelligent self-interest might work if people were intelligent and knowledgeable enough. But a moment’s reflection makes clear how very intelligent and knowledgeable and cool-headed they would have to be.”87 Because of our epistemic and temporal limitations, our biased perspectives, and our weaknesses, we frequently fail to recognize what should be done or, having recognized what must be done, we simply do not do it. If our world were populated with ideal knowers and actors, then self-interested action (which implies basically decent behavior on at least the part of other people) would be understandable.

But what can be said for self-interest in the world of people like us? Pointing to work in psychology but acknowledging the obviousness of this claim, Sellars writes, “the ability to love others for their own sake is as essential to a full life as the need to feel ourselves loved…. Really intelligent and informed self-love supports the love of one’s neighbor, which alone directly supports the moral point of view.”88 Communities based on love are reciprocal. One’s receiving love is met with giving the same. To have one’s self-interested need for affection and belonging met, one loves others. On the Sellarsian story, morality—and, indeed, a fulfilling life, generally—demands intimacy and care.
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2 Josiah Royce’s Philosophy of Loyalty

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the background material necessary to make sense of Sellars’s claim that Roycean loyalty (which he presents as conceptually identical with Christian love of neighbor) is the only direct support for moral commitment. In the prior chapter, I showed that for Sellars, the commitments and operation of moral reasoning rely upon community membership, most generally a community of ideal reasoners. In order to make sense of Sellars’s invocation of Royce, I intend to work through what Royce meant by ‘loyalty’ and how this idea relates to the idea of community as well as communities themselves. As with Sellars, readers less familiar with the breadth of Royce’s intellectual output may assume that his continuous attention to issues in epistemology, metaphysics, and logic meant that social, political, and ethical topics are of secondary importance. As close readers of Royce know, however, these latter concerns are some of the most central to his understanding of and approach to all other philosophical topics. A single chapter on them will be necessarily sketchy and incomplete.

In print, Sellars consistently avoided indicating which of Royce’s texts he had in mind when he wrote so positively of loyalty. The widely-known 1908 The Philosophy of Loyalty, from title alone, is an obvious candidate. It is Royce’s most popular work, though he himself identified its limitations and then developed and applied the prior book’s results in 1913’s The Problem of Christianity. Sellars’s annotated library, posthumously deposited with Special Collections at Hillman Library of the University of Pittsburgh,1 contains no Royce primary sources and only one book that is fully concerned with Royce’s thought, James Henry Cotton’s Royce on the Human Self.2 Its seventh chapter is titled “Loyalty and the Community.” This is a likely candidate for influence on Sellars’s familiarity with the topic. Unfortunately, its marginalia is slight, so little more of generally applicable significance can be said.

Those books from Sellars’s library without annotations were either deposited in the Hillman Library’s general collection or deaccessioned. At some point, Sellars had acquired Daniel S. Robinson’s collection of Royce’s logical essays,3 John E. Smith’s Themes in American Philosophy,4 and Morris Cohen’s American Thought: A Critical Sketch.5 None of these were marked or referenced in Sellars’s published writings, so it is difficult to know their influence or whether he even read them. Of course, Sellars also had consistent access to the libraries of those universities where he worked, so one should not assume that he had no contact with Roycean sources other than these listed few.

Royce himself had a fascinating life, the details of which have been presented excellently by John Clendenning.6 His first decades were spent in frontier California, where he was born in the city of Grass Valley in 1855. His undergraduate degree, in classics, was earned in 1875 from the University of California Oakland (which subsequently moved to Berkeley). This was followed by a year of study in Germany, during which he engaged significantly with the major works of German philosophy and studied under Hermann Lotze. His return to the United States, in 1876, was to Johns Hopkins University, where he was, in 1878, to be one of the school’s first PhDs. Royce’s dissertation, on Kant, addressed structural questions of epistemology, a theme that remained central (though sometimes implicit) throughout his philosophical career.

* * *

The General Contours of Roycean Philosophical Thought

The easiest way into Royce’s complex, systematic thought is to recognize that one of his most consistent focuses is situating individuals, particularly unique and struggling individual persons, in broader interpretive contexts and communities. Many commentators have suggested that Royce’s own awkwardly youthful interactions with schoolyard bullies, a fledgling mining community, and a fervently evangelical Christian mother provided the experiential framework to motivate and guide these inquiries. Notice the language he used in a posthumously-published work: “The detached individual is an essentially lost being.”7 This statement has clear experiential resonances, for Royce had surely felt himself occasionally to be lost. But it also has perhaps unexpected logical and semiotic importance. Royce had attended Charles Peirce’s Cambridge Conference Lectures of 1898 and thereafter remained consistently observant of Peirce’s views, including of the necessity and importance of a triadic semiotic process of interpretation. On Peirce’s view, which Royce accepted, meaningful understanding can only occur through recognizing and evaluating a concatenated relationship of interpreted content, acting interpreter, and a broader context of interpretation. An individual without context or relationships cannot be meaningfully interpreted or understood, even to itself, and thus it is rightfully thought of as lost.

This understanding of interpretation led Royce to explain his account of human individuality, which differs importantly from the modern rationalistic conceptions of thinkers such as Descartes and Kant, thus:


For us the Self has indeed no Independent Being: it is a life, and not a mere valid law. It gains its very individuality through its relation to God; but in God it still dwells as an individual; for it is a unique expression of the divine purpose.8



The obvious attention here to retaining individual uniqueness in and through relation to God was an attempt to head off or undermine concerns raised in a sustained critique by California personal idealist George Holmes Howison of Royce’s allegedly impersonalist, monistic absolutism in The Conception of God lecture. I have discussed this topic at length elsewhere.9

Howison was not the only of Royce’s contemporaries to bring challenges against his apparent absolutism. Peirce and William James had each raised their own criticisms of Royce’s metaphysics, with Peirce calling it “Pickwickian” and James, Royce’s senior colleague at Harvard, insisting that it presented reality as a “block universe.” Surely their disdain for his metaphysics encouraged Royce to attempt to present his position with different emphases, downplaying points where his ideas differed from those of his colleagues or where less clear expression might have risked deprioritizing the value of individuals. As Royce’s student William Ernest Hocking explained: “the pragmatic vein with which from the beginning he had felt strong sympathy would have none of his Absolute.”10 To avoid these critiques, Royce had to express continually that his Absolute was neither reductive nor static: individual selves are lived, partial, and understandable through but not exclusively identifiable with or reducible to their relationships to other selves and their shared situations.

Scholars of American philosophy have undertaken significant efforts to show how Royce’s view of selves is unique. For example, Jacquelyn Ann K. Kegley, following Smith’s characterization of the Roycean understanding of the individual as “a social self,” effectively shows how Royce’s position, with its emphasis on context and reciprocal development between person and community, differs from not only the modernist philosophical sense but also ordinary American conceptions of liberal individualism.11 Oppenheim’s summary of Royce’s concept of a human individual shows this difference even more fully: he or she “is essentially a concrete life-plan set in a community context.”12 This life-plan is made up of ideals and intentions, and it is made concrete in its actions and effects. The human individual is not a pre-existing entity; instead, it is an achieved process arrived at through planning and activity. The centerpieces of any life-plan, and thus the most significant elements of any life, are the causes taken up, intentionally or not, and served throughout this life.

In fact, Royce insists that relating to and taking up causes is essential to being a full person: “there is only one way to be an ethical individual. That is to choose your cause, and then to serve it.”13 Much as in Sellars’s ethical theorizing, for Royce it is also a conceptual fact that ethical life requires interest and attention to something other than the “cause” of one’s own narrow self. Throughout his work, Royce bolsters his suggestion that an individual’s life-plan must include causes beyond him or herself by discussing many possible organizing purposes, from the welfare of a robber-band to the chivalric duties required in Japanese Bushidō. Though these presentations of loyally-served causes and personal sacrifice are given primarily in terms of martial virtue, and though Royce frequently utilizes wartime examples, he is consistently careful to note that though the faithful service of the virtuous soldier is one sort of cause-serving, it is not the only one.14

While arguing that to be an ethical individual one must take up a cause, Royce recognizes there are many ways that one can meet this demand. Contemporary life gives us near-unlimited access to causes of all sorts, with the widest possible variety of scopes, focuses, and seriousness. Royce also allows that once one chooses a cause, there are many ways of serving it. One can work in realizing its aims tepidly or wholeheartedly, deliberately or frenetically. The attitude Royce suggests one should take toward one’s chosen causes is that of loyalty.

* * *

Roycean Loyalty

To understand this term, we begin with Royce’s clearest expression of the meaning of ‘loyalty’, as “the willing and practical and thoroughgoing devotion of a person to a cause.”15 Each of this quotation’s modifiers on ‘devotion’ reveals an important aspect of Royce’s ethical thought. Willingness speaks to his voluntarism: we intentionally, purposefully, and willingly direct ourselves toward ideals. The loyally-served cause must be selected and taken up through an act of willing toward a purpose rather than only the accidental habituation of tradition or the rational dictates of abstract ratiocination and subsequent assent. Devotion is practical in that belief in a cause will have some concrete outcomes. That is, in a further commonality with Peirce and the tradition of pragmatism, Royce insisted that there are no motivationally inert beliefs; a belief is a willingness to act. And this sort of devotion is thoroughgoing: genuinely significant rather than merely nominal loyalty to a cause continually and substantially affects much of a person’s life. Loyal service to a cause orients the rest of one’s life. One’s cause is not abandoned because it is difficult, unpopular, or costly. This sometimes all-consuming sort of loyalty may lead one to make great sacrifices, to forsake other aims and causes, and perhaps even to act against his or her limited self-interests.

But simply noting the importance of loyalty to a morally-developed human life does little to address the variety of causes toward which one may be loyal. Two soldiers on opposing sides of a war may each be loyal to their conflicting nations and causes. Political partisans spend their weekends working for their party’s candidates and against those of the opposition. An individual may orient him or herself to the furtherance of democracy, republicanism, fascism, or any other mode of human organization. The most vicious or the most humane goals may be equally attractive ideals, and they may all equally be served with the habits and attitudes of loyal attention and behavior. Recognizing the seemingly impossible tragedy of the situation led John J. McDermott, in introducing a republication of The Philosophy of Loyalty, to ask rhetorically, “Is there a more treacherous and ambivalent virtue than that of loyalty?”16

Despite loyalty’s centrality to Royce’s thinking, it is clearly a less obvious starting place for a moral project than those chosen by many other thinkers. Though most people would agree that it is good to be loyal, the worth of any particular person’s loyalty usually seems dependent on its content. Beginning inquiries in moral theory with abstract categories often shields one from many hard questions and immediately-apparent conflicts about moral reasoning, the arguments that easily dismiss other theories. But of course we humans do carry out much of our lives in service of this or that particular cause rather than universally persuasive or globally-asserted aims. Our split allegiances and loyalties make ethical theorizing more difficult, though at the same time more applicable to concrete rather than imagined moral problems. Loyalty also gives rise to the sorts of tension McDermott suggests, tensions which arise from the finitude of our inquiries and situation as inquirers. Loyalty’s ambivalence and treachery rightly mirrors our own limitations.

In a recent study of Royce’s understanding of loyalty, Mathew A. Foust offers this reflection on McDermott’s question about loyalty’s treacherousness and ambivalence: “if treachery connotes a lack of security and ambivalence connotes a lack of clarity, we should indeed be impelled to pay close attention to this virtue.”17 These admitted lacks are evidence of our epistemic limits. We do not know whether the causes dearest to us will continue to be valuable in the future. Even those aims we serve most loyally may fail us, even if we do not fail them along the way. No matter our confidence in our loyalties, we cannot be certain of their worthiness, especially from the eventual retrospective perspective of history. Often we cannot see the consequences of our works and the effects our causes may have. Nations “spreading democracy” unintentionally wind up destabilizing and radicalizing. “Being a good provider” may lead an individual to neglect and alienate the very family he or she attempts to support. Almost any loyalty can conceivably turn out to reveal or to imply moments of ugliness.

Consider the way in which some adult children apologize for or avoid confronting their parents’ earlier misconduct, making statements such as “they did they best they could.” Because of the familial relationship, there is an expectation of loyalty. Even in the case of significant childhood harm and trauma, children are expected to speak well of their parents. This tension, between the loyalty of family and that toward a “higher morality” motivates the central problematics of classics such as Euthyphro and Antigone, though contemporary examples of conflicts of loyalty or moments of misplaced loyalty are easy to come by as well. Many insider responses to Penn State’s pederasty, the “blue code” of silence in cases of police misconduct, and classified leaks by government employees are consistently set out in terms of failing the dictates of loyalty. But the particulars of how loyalty is being failed, and what loyalties should be subservient to others, are difficult. And there’s no question that these popular invocations of failing one’s appropriate loyalties bear substantial rhetorical and emotional appeal: disloyalty, even in service of another (potentially worthy) cause, is often seen as a potential cause for concern.

The seeming neutrality of loyalty with respect to causes and actions of questionable value raises an obvious criteriological question: in a complex world, with so many goals competing for allegiance, to which cause should one be loyal? Royce’s answer is direct, oft-quoted, and yet deceptive in its simplicity. “Be loyal to loyalty,”18 he insists. “To that end, choose your own personal cause and be loyal thereto.” Any loyal commitment to a cause exemplifies the ideal of loyalty itself, or in Royce’s words, “in our philosophy of loyalty there is only one cause which is rationally and absolutely determined for the individual as the right cause for him as for everybody.”19 In serving any cause that one picks out for allegiance, one is also ultimately serving loyalty. But there are more and less complete ways to serve this ideal, so Royce suggests ethical individuals seeking guidance on cause-selection should support those causes which best serve the implicit ideal already at work.

Royce’s short dictum can appear to be a mere slogan, the sort of phrase that is easily but vapidly asserted, lacking both nuance and obvious application. It may seem unhelpful to a person attempting to construct a life-plan or trying to make sense of how to rank causes. Working in the service of abstract ideals, after all, rather than specific, concrete aims is frequently a complicated affair which may easily give over to dogmatism and arrogance. When one is engaging a concrete task, productive results may be easily shown. Service to an ideal, such as that to loyalty itself, is service to a general concept; the specific tasks this service implies are sometimes more difficult to sort out. Without greater specificity in the slogan, an individual could rightly claim most any sort of loyal action to be in service of the ideal. Helpfully, however, Royce explains further, giving a bit of concreteness to his earlier advice by writing, “do what you can to produce a maximum of the devoted service of causes, a maximum of fidelity, and of selves that choose and serve fitting objects of loyalty.”20 In evaluating the causes we might serve, Royce tells us to evaluate positively and then to undertake fealty to those life-plans that encourage fuller, sincerer, and more complete loyalties for people and the world generally.

This advice, which connects an abstractly-stated slogan with concrete activity, is clear and applicable in many situations. A stereotypically self-interested, greedy, and miserly capitalist forces his factories of employees to work long hours of back-breaking labor at starvation wages, responding to all criticism with our culture’s standard company line, a sneering insistence that “if you don’t like it, go work somewhere else.” This cruel taskmaster might insist further that by demanding such conduct of his employees, he is being loyal to himself, to wealth, and to a global system of exchange. Perhaps he might hold that by keeping his employees free from too much comfort, he ensures they remain hungry to advance; for without need, there is no progress. He could even reason that in providing work for so many people, he is sustaining them and making possible their individual loyalties at all. Rationalizations like these, which superficially appear to make sense of and valorize problematic relationships, are common enough. But a more careful look at the (admittedly imagined) situation shows how wage slavery like this limits maximization of loyalty generally. While the quantitative utility-calculus of a Bentham or Mill might support these tradeoffs, the Roycean story is more subtle and resists reducing any individual’s possibilities for loyalty to the putative loyalty of the whole. Hours spent in and then recovering from factory labor are hours that cannot be spent choosing and serving any other cause than mere survival. Needing to be awake and arrive early in the morning, on pain of severe discipline and perhaps even dismissal, makes impossible late-night loyal action. Most strikingly, a social arrangement like this forces workers to strive “loyally” toward making gizmos and padding the boss’s pocket in order to achieve the means necessary to sustain life. Obviously enough, this obligatory structure undermines the involved actions’ willing character. Its long hours demand a thoroughgoing kind of devotion, but it simply is not the sort of voluntaristic loyal service Royce thought was best.

A communal or at least less hierarchical and more forgiving situation of work, where individuals have available the materials necessary for their sustenance without constant and overriding fear of exclusion or an inability to survive, would allow greater freedom for individuals to pick and to serve causes. Without strict and punitive structuring of people’s days, they may be better able to develop their own loyalties, not only to serve thoughtlessly those foisted upon them by individuals who control the distribution of life’s necessities. Obviously both of my example cases have been more than a little idealized for the sake of drawing contrast. Ordinary life is replete with more difficult situations that resist easy analysis in terms of identifying and choosing between competing loyalties while encouraging loyalty generally, yet reflection on the stereotyped accounts is helpful in showing what kinds of life we may care to take as our ideal.

* * *

Sellars and Loyalty to Loyalty

Sellars, however, had endorsed only loyalty, not loyalty to loyalty, as the direct support to moral commitment. Nowhere in his works did he write of this further component, which guides the Roycean moral account. Royce presented the value of loyalty to loyalty in its assistance to individuals struggling to choose between competing loyalties. In tracing the relationships between we-intentions and moral discourse while preserving experiential tension as logical contradiction, Sellars was less attentive to the process of resolving these tensions than simply ensuring that they were possible to preserve and express formally.

Rather than invoking loyalty to loyalty to solve the difficult problems of which actions are correct to undertake or which causes are worth serving, Sellars gestured instead toward what ideal reasoners in an ideal community might intend. Were we all these ideal knowers, our individual and communal loyalties might no longer conflict. Yet, as experience so often reminds us, we are finite, so while these intenders stand for us as a guide, it is not clear how helpful this guide will actually be for people like us.

But Sellars’s suggestions about the value and necessary conditions of continuing a conversation offers further hope for bringing our limited perspective into harmony with that of ideal reasoners. Conversations, likely including ones about what our intentions and action ought to be, presumes an ideal of possible agreement. If agreement were no longer possible, we would no longer continue to speak with and try to convince one another on the way to the ideal. But while rationalistic accounts of morals like Sellars’s can serve to inspire or as a check against which to judge our limited judgments, they may also frustrate by insisting on an insurmountable distance between where we are and where we ought to be—a common critique of Kant. If this sort of critique is right, and if it also applies to Royce’s work, then his directive to be loyal to loyalty may also be less than useful in particularly hard cases. It can also wind up as a kind of thoughtlessness or hard-heartedness. I will explore these criticisms in the final chapter.

* * *

Roycean Loyalty—In Community

Though Royce had been concerned about the relationships between individuals and communities throughout his intellectual career, his work shows a gradual movement from explicitly epistemological to more centrally ethical concerns. This development coincided with an increase in frequency in discussion of the concept of community.

First, community appeared as an interpretive substrate and process, though Royce also found his way to commenting on the growth and development of concrete communities. The earlier-mentioned discussions of the potentially absolutist All-Knower, presented in Conception of God and The World and the Individual as necessary for truth and knowledge, were increasingly supplemented with discussions of communities of more explicitly human persons (both in the guises of knowers and not). Some Royce scholars, most notably Smith, suggest this shift marks a substantial break in Royce’s thought, spurred in 1912 by contact with Peirce’s semiotic work on interpretation.21

Other readers of Royce argue that scholars like Smith have overplayed the differences between Royce’s earlier and later works. Among this second group, Randall E. Auxier states the position most directly:


It [is] not a ‘Peircean turn’, due to some late discovery, it was an insight about how to use Peirce’s theory of signs (which Royce had known for years) as a tool for the application of his own (long-held) triadic theory of community to historical and present and future communities.22



And then, even more plainly, “Royce never changed his mind in any major way.”23

Elsewhere I have argued there is no significant value in this debate about periodization, especially when it is presented in terms of a bald either/or, though the 1912 break can serve as a helpful though inexact marker for the non-specialist reader to understand how Royce’s focuses shifted.24 This is consonant with the implications of Hocking’s 1956 claim,25 summarized by Oppenheim as “the mature Royce became increasingly experiential and concrete in his philosophizing.”26 Royce himself gives clues as to why this shift in explicit focuses of application and increasing nuance of discussion of the philosophy of loyalty was undertaken.

While loyalty received its most sustained initial treatment at his hands in The Philosophy of Loyalty, he was not fully satisfied with the position there sketched. In the preface to The Problem of Christianity, he wrote of a progression in his thought: “the depth and vitality of the ideal of loyalty have become better known to me as I have gone on with my work.”27 Part of Royce’s further knowledge of loyalty was found simply in working through concrete application of his more abstractly-presented ideas. His essays “Football and Ideals”28 and “Some Relations of Physical Training to the Present Problems of Moral Education in America,”29 pieces which would now be understood as applied ethics or philosophy of sport, are plainly more concrete versions of Royce’s earlier theory. The same is true for many of the other texts he wrote between the publication of The Philosophy of Loyalty and 1913’s The Problem of Christianity, even those where his topic is not obviously practical.

But Royce’s further development in knowledge of the fullness of loyalty’s meaning between 1908 and 1913 was not limited to a simple application of his prior, abstractly-stated principles. In distinguishing his thoughts on Christian religion from those of James, Royce wrote,


[I]n one very important respect the religious experience upon which, in this book [The Problem], I most depend, differs from that whose ‘varieties’ James described. He deliberately confined himself to the religious experience of individuals. My main topic is a form of social religious experience…. This social form of experience is that upon which loyalty depends.30



While Royce’s earlier loyalty-ethics did not diverge substantially from this claim, he had not been as clear and direct about the social element of loyalty. Smith explains: “At the time of The Philosophy of Loyalty, … Royce had not yet given the clear formulation of the nature and structure of the community of interpretation.”31

Due to this lack of recognition of social context, some contemporary authors were vehemently against him. For example, a review by Gerald Birney Smith of The Philosophy of Loyalty argues that Royce’s succeeded insofar as his aim in the text was to distinguish himself and his work from James’s pragmatism, but as for loyalty to loyalty, “so stated, the principle is a mere formal precept.”32 And then Smith offers a conclusion that would be often made against Royce’s position: “[I]n spite of the logical completeness of the principle of ‘loyalty to loyalty’, the reader is left just where he was before whenever concrete moral problems arise.”33 On this view, loyalty to loyalty is useless as moral advice for the world’s complexities. Sterling P. Lamprecht echoes roughly the same line, writing,


Professor Royce started with loyalty as the duty of man, and got no further towards the real moral struggles of life than to insist on ‘loyalty to loyalty’, a formal principle which could be a guide to conduct only when it is filled in empirically with the concrete goods which we find in our every-day world.34



In this way, Royce’s early offerings on loyalty were roundly and understandably yet incorrectly criticized for, in his own words, “basing all the duties of life upon an artificial abstraction.”35

Hasty familiarity with or incomplete knowledge of Royce’s writings on loyalty, and especially the simple motto “be loyal to loyalty,” tempts one to consider only abstract implications, that our actions are right when in accord with a principle that we do not generate and that may seem wholly alien to our inner lives. The lonely individual who holds out on this principle, insisting on the correctness of his or her action, often references a self-serving abstraction under the name of ‘loyalty’. This kind of service of an abstraction is regularly identifiable in cases where someone claims he or she is accountable only to history or to goodness and justice themselves, rather than to other people and attention to more temporally immediate consequences along with the atemporal or judgment-of-history principles.

But Royce had been clear in his earlier text that “Loyalty is social. If one is a loyal servant of a cause, one has at least possible fellow-servants.”36 A concrete communal context of interpretation, insofar as it provides a historical and experiential test for behavior, grounds the ideal of loyalty and provides tests for what we should understand as loyal action. Those communities that are not yet realized, instead only possible and hoped for, require imaginative application, viz., what would we do together if ‘we’ were to come about? An answer to this question would include the test of loyal action toward the ideal of loyalty, though it is less immediately clear in all contexts, especially the prospectively imaginative, what would constitute such a test.

One criticism of Sellars I raised earlier is that at times his reflections on community lean too much in the direction of the abstract and the ideal. An ideal, finished community of fully rational participants frequently stands in place of the messy situation of ordinary humans. I suggested this was one advantage of looking to Peirce and his developing community of inquirers instead of the Kant-infused Sellarsian community of reasoners. Oppenheim remarks that in the face of abstractionist critiques, Royce took a similar tack: “Royce employed an epistemology of interpretation for his ethical reflections. It presupposed a community of embodied ‘minded beings’—to use Charles Peirce’s term. Its temporal process, while freezing past deeds into irrevocability, opened up new possibilities for present choice….”37 Attention to embodiment instead of only rationality allows for focusing on living communities that grow and change rather than only those that happen to share momentarily (or atemporally) some set of intentions or an ideal that is not their own. Sellars, and some moments of Royce’s thinking, tempt us to conceive of moral judgment as the result of consideration on an ideal of solitary reasoning rather than a historical process carried out by people struggling to get along with one another. This temptation to abstractionism distracts from what is most useful in these moral theories, especially in their concrete, experiential bases.

In Royce’s making explicit the relational, communal, triadic, interpretative character of loyalty, Oppenheim notes that he connects his social metaphysics to “several significant psychological clues,” including “the behavior of primitive people,” that “no individual can create social products like language, art, customs, and religion,” and that individuality comes “only by reacting against the felt collective will that imposes its ‘law’.”38 These factors, the bane of modernist philosophy, demand that a useful and accurate starting place for understanding morality and knowledge, as they exist in ordinary experience, must be other than the isolated, reflexively-intuitive epistemic subject. While a detached individual developing his or her own language and culture may be conceivable, this sort of fantastic reification has little to do with the languages and cultures we have and is thus almost completely unrelated to the kinds of beings we humans are and the philosophical thinking that will help us make sense of ourselves. Cultural anthropological investigation is one necessary premise in any argument philosophers care to make about the origins of language and other cultural products.

Though it was only in The Problem of Christianity that Royce fully unpacked and developed the relationship between communities and ethical life, this thought was implicit previously. In earlier texts, Royce explains loyalty to causes as the central virtue, though his definition of cause appeared in 1910:


I mean … some sort of unity whereby many persons are joined in one common life. The cause to which a loyal man is devoted is of the nature of an institution, or of a home life, or of a fraternity, wherein two or more persons aim to become one.39



In this definition, it is clear that, while a cause is an ideal, it is not a reified, disconnected concept but rather the concrete coming together of people. Foust argues that this understanding, while not at all clearly stated, was at play in the concepts of loyalty and causes as early as The Philosophy of Loyalty.40

Much as Royce presented individuals differently than they are understood in much contemporary discourse, his conception of community differs also. While “community” is now applied to most any group of people—from residents of a subdivision to a collection of online message board posters—Royce saw that using this term in such an unspecified way loses the value of more fine-grained analysis and careful distinction and labeling. So, for him, following the insights of Wilhelm Wundt’s Volkerpsychologie, a community is not simply an aggregation of people, or even a collection of people with shared location or many other possible common features, but rather a minded or purposive organism. In this way, Royce’s position is at bottom consonant with some elements of those of Tönnies and Dewey mentioned in the last chapter. Both of these thinkers agree that community cannot be expressed as only an aggregation. It is not simply the result of two or three individuals being together; rather, it requires a particular kind of togetherness. And through this particular kind of relating, something other than the collection itself comes to be and to act.

* * *

Roycean and Sellarsian Communities in Comparison

The above conception of community is in the direction of, though somewhat farther along than, what Sellars endorsed when he pointed to we-intending as a wholly different form of intention than I-intending.41 The position is well described by Solomon: “we-intending involves a special ‘form of consciousness’ … [or] ‘form of life’.”42 These vaguely Hegelian and Wittgensteinian terms of discussion are indeed provocative, though Sellars never explored them in any great detail. Given Sellars’s nominalistic commitments, however, it is certain he did not endorse the most idealistic or personalistic accounts of group-consciousness and group-intention, those with which Royce was comfortable. Instead, Sellars understood we-consciousness in terms of individual persons internalizing a concept of their group and then acting from it. The group itself is not a person, a mind, or an individual being but is rather the acting-together of many individual beings.

Royce’s position agrees only partially with Sellars’s relatively impoverished view of community:


A community is not a mere collection of individuals. It is a sort of live unit…. Not only does the community live, it has a mind of its own…. The social mind displays its psychological traits in its characteristic products,—in languages, in customs, in religions,—products which an individual human mind, or even a collection of such minds, when they are not somehow organized into a genuine community, cannot produce.43



Auxier reads the sentiment of this quotation and many others like it, with their emphases on a social mind, in their most literal possible significations. As Royce conceives of a genuine community as having a social mind, shared meanings, and (as will be discussed below) joint histories and futures, Auxier argues they “should be philosophically conceived as communal persons.”44 He suggests this is an outcome of believing, as Royce and the other pragmatists do, that “we are social (with nature as well as with other humans) before we are individual.”45 Oppenheim makes a similar point, when writing of “primitive people,” though the idea generalizes to their more recent descendants: “their group-consciousness or ‘we-world’ precedes consciousness of the self, or the ‘I’.”46 Auxier suggests we could not make non-magical sense of ourselves, our communities, or our relationships with the non-human world if we did not understand all of it as personal. Though, of course, by this he means only a philosophical sense of ‘person’, which includes but is not coextensive with more conventional ones.

So Royce had insisted these products of social meaning and intercourse require a shared and transactional social situation for their development. Sellars, however, nowhere offered a substantial account of the development of, for example, language. This omission is perhaps understandable; the origins of language are not a purely philosophical question, and Sellars consistently began his inquiries in medias res.

What Sellars instead presented were detailed accounts of how individual speakers learn language, which he reports as following the norms of internalized, previously-established social rules. The closest to an account of language’s general development he gave, though, is “The Myth of Jones,” in “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind.” This story, which is clearly meant to instruct more than to report accurately, is a presentation of the origin of discourse about mentality, and it takes for granted that this discourse was developed in a group that has “a language for referring to public properties of public objects” as well as “the elementary logical operations of conjunction, disjunction, negation, and quantification.”47 A genius, Jones, uses these linguistic features to hypothesize mentality to explain other people’s public behavior. Sellars ended his account heroically, emphasizing its naturalistic, developmental character:


[I]s my myth really a myth? Or does the reader not recognize Jones as Man himself in the middle of his journey from the grunts and groans of the cave to the subtle and polydimensional discourse of the drawing room, the laboratory, and the study, the language of Henry and William James, of Einstein and of the philosophers who, in their efforts to break out of discourse to an arché beyond discourse, have provided the most curious dimension of all.48



Despite this enthusiasm, starting with a group of even basic language-users avoids difficult questions about sociality, community, and linguistic practice that Royce and the tradition of pragmatism (most especially Dewey) take up more fully. Sellars’s clear evasion is likely due to the influence of the linguistic turn: the habit of much recent philosophy to concern itself primarily with the habits and problems of language-use in a context of competent speakers. His most substantial intellectual inheritor, Robert Brandom, who often presents himself as something of a pragmatist, has taken the same turn and thus avoided the same questions. David Beisecker explains:


Brandom insists upon his most primitive autonomous discursive practice (ADP) being one that is constituted by declaratives, which he understands to be assertional speech acts with contents that stand in material incompatibility and inferential relationships to one another so that they can be taken up in the scopes of publicly expressible negations and serve as the antecedents and consequents of publicly expressible conditionals. Insofar as such a discursive practice appears well beyond the capacities of our nearest sentient cousins (and by all accounts, it appears that it does), Brandom seems content to let a disquieting chasm yawn between us and the rest of creation.49



While Beisecker goes on to offer a plausible framing account of “upstream triggering conditions” for declaratives, Brandom himself (just as Sellars) has not given any account of the organic or social situation that develops complex language.

The most direct and trenchant criticism of Brandom on this point, which applies just as well to Sellars but not to Royce and the earlier pragmatists, was offered by contemporary Darwinian evolutionary naturalist and philosopher of science Daniel Dennett. He frames his challenge in terms of non-human intentionality: “Brandom’s account at least has the virtue of offering an explanation of how it is that the norms on which original intentionality depend play their roles. But he then has to face his own version of the question: whence—and why—came communities?”50 And then later, in regard to Brandom’s consistent social-linguistic functionalism: “Community is Brandom’s skyhook … and he can’t have it. He knows this, but he prefers not to dwell on what it would take to secure community as his base of operations.”51 Dennett utilizes the term “skyhook” for an argumentative or conceptual support that is itself unsupportable (or at least unsupported) and thus retains a miraculous character. He distinguishes these from “cranes,” explanatory strategies that rely on more basic features.52 While Brandom and Sellars both understand themselves as naturalists of some stripe, all of Sellars’s writings and Brandom’s published work only give readers developments from the habits of a fully-formed linguistic community without any account of that community’s origins. As such, they are susceptible to the claim that their position has a “suspicious residue of magic that clings to any account that purports to ground meaning in community and then, having done that, declares victory.”53

Though to my knowledge Royce did not offer anything like a full account of language- or community-development, and though he was not a naturalist in any recognizable contemporary sense, he was clear that the evolutionary background mattered: “With the one exception of Newton’s ‘Principia’, no single book of empirical science has ever been of more importance to philosophy than this work of Darwin [On the Origin of Species].”54 That quotation is found midway through a full lecture on “The Rise of the Doctrine of Evolution.” Though Sellars self-identified as a naturalist and often took up topics squarely in the philosophy of science, he almost never directly referenced Darwin, and only occasionally gestured to biological evolution. Differing conceptions of science, as well as a shift in the prevalence of modes of inquiry in the early to mid-twentieth century (stereotypically, from biology and anthropology to microphysics) provided different and sometimes-conflicting grounds for understanding human lives and communities.

Regardless of the evolutionary background, it is clear that Royce’s understanding of community is more robust than Sellars’s. Foust explains Royce’s idea of what it means to have a living, organic community: “[A] community takes on properties of its own; communities grow and decay, are healthy, are diseased, are young, are aged.”55 More than this, communities choose and act, always through the concrete action of individuals, but often through something quite other than wholly self-directed action. And further, some acts and sacrifices for community occur in ways other than as actions simply for the benefit of those individuals who are presently members.56 Here one might think of the arguments used by some environmentalists: we must take certain ‘green’ actions for the sake of future generations and our species’ continuation. The objects and beneficiaries of these actions are the continuing community as possible and eventual rather than as only its present and actual members. Due to reasoning and actions such as that, found in situations of ordinary human social living, Royce sees community as either “one and many”—the individuals involved as well as the community itself—or “no community at all.”57 This conception of community insists on individuals as social rather than solitary and communities as neither reducible to nor aggregative of their members.

Royce highlights and emphasizes two different types of community-forms, though in the final analysis both end up as necessary elements for any genuine community: the community of memory and the community of hope. The first of these is “A community constituted by the fact that each of its members accepts as part of his own individual life and self the same past events that each of his fellow-members accepts.”58 This community’s orientation is retrospective. The Catholic Church, with its priestly succession back to Peter and strictly-observed sacramental rituals, is an obvious example of this kind of community. So too are families which define themselves in terms of shared ancestry. Another such community is made of those who think of themselves as Americans, though not in all possible significations. This is one cost of Royce’s voluntarism about causes and community. It is not only one’s present location that makes one an American, in terms of a community. It is also not a matter of institutional approval, such as through citizenship. A community of Americans would instead be people, for example, who take themselves to be inheritors of the Revolution, the Constitution, and so on. In general, communities of memory may be thought of as constituted through historical linkage.

Conversely, a community of hope or expectation is one in which “each of its members accepts, as part of his own individual life and self, the same expected future events that each of his fellows accepts.”59 This community’s orientation is prospective. It is the sort of community implicit in the reasoning of environmentalists who encourage future-regarding action, even if it will not be of immediate benefit for currently-living community members. Less dramatically, coworkers who plan to accomplish some mundane task together, say raising a barn’s wall, are also a community of this sort.

In the section of The Problem that introduces communities of hope, Royce describes these communities’ and members’ relationships toward the future and proposed outcomes in terms of accepting, expecting, belonging, and interpreting. It does not seem inappropriate to suggest adding Sellars’s key term “intending” to this list. In the same way that a loyally-served cause affects and orients much of one’s life, a community’s hoped-for future does too. This connection seems almost obvious once Royce reveals that, on his view, communities do not only involve but instead provide and are inextricably tied up with causes. In “Loyalty and Insight,” Royce explains that acting in service of a cause, adopting the perspective of a community life, is adopting “one common higher selfhood.”60 And so taking on a role in or coming to constitute a community of hope or expectation is adopting or endorsing the intentions to realize that situation which would bring into being the community’s hoped- and planned-for future. If this is right, then Sellarsian moral communities are Roycean communities of hope or expectation (for they are prospective, based only on future-directed intention, not retrospection in the mode of recognition or acceptance of histories and deeds undertaken).

But just as Royce’s early discussions of his key virtue of loyalty were subject to critiques of apparent individualistic partialism and personal bias, centering discourse on community raises a similar concern: how are Roycean communities not just insular tribalistic bands, concerned only to recognize a narrow history and to work for limited anticipated welfare of only their immediate fellows, say teammates or neighbors or, problematically, the ‘white race’? A team may constitute itself a community by remembering their predecessors, now in the league’s Hall of Fame, and hoping to win the championship. The community of white supremacists tells itself a story about pure races, long-ago Nordic heroes, and an inversion of the proper hierarchy of people. And it imagines or foolishly expects a day when all will be righted and their power restored. Though “community” has become a contemporary honorific watchword, uttered continually in political and marketing rhetoric, it is clear that not all communities are worthy of this praise.

And so, Royce must again move to a higher level of generality in order to resolve which communities are appropriate for considered membership and loyal service, and which should be repudiated because they clearly are not. He notes that this sort of generalizing movement is the tendency of communities, “organized into composite communities of still higher and higher grades.”61 In terms of political organization, Royce imagines, in the spirit of Kant, an eventual world-state, comprised of “the whole world’s civilization.” His most fervent hopes for this sort of organization were penned in the years of the First World War, when he wrote that “the present war is … a conflict between the community of mankind and the particular interests of individual nations.”62 He had seen that the world was increasingly global, that “the modern world has become in many ways more and more an international world … true not merely as to its technical and material ties, but as to its spiritual union.”63 The war caused the rupturing of aspirations for greater human unification, which Royce suggested could be repaired through “uniting the already existing communities of mankind into higher communities”64 and through greater institutional activity, including an ingenious international anti-war insurance scheme. But not all communities are political in the sense of government or legislative power, so there must be some additional ideal for reconciling conflicting communities as well as determining whether that world-state is a good and valuable rather than merely existent and perpetuating one.

And this standard Royce finds in “an [sic] universal community of the loyal,—a community which, despite all warfare and jealousy, and despite all variety of gods and of laws, is supreme in its value, however remote from the present life of civilization.”65 Because Royce understands loyalty as the virtue that any individual who serves a cause exemplifies, and because his conception of individuality requires cause-serving, and because causes and individuals are both so varied and oftentimes mundane, this description captures a gigantic swath of organisms. But, as before, cause-serving that exemplifies loyalty already has one working in support of the ideal of loyalty, and so a community of the loyal is one that strives to maximize the possibilities and actualities of loyal behavior generally.

This universal conception, especially the sense that one must be devoted to increasingly larger and more general communities, Royce understands to be expressed imperfectly in the Roman Stoics’ doctrines of cosmopolitanism and oikeiosis, the practice of seeing how all of the world’s varied phenomena relate to oneself. He held that cosmopolitan conceptions of belonging, in which one’s ultimate allegiance is not to any state or local affiliation but instead to all of humanity was on the right track, as was the sense that we should see how each individual is ‘homed’ in many increasingly more-encompassing contexts. Where he diverged from this ancient school is in how to understand the role of the individual. These Romans held that the individual was primary: one begins from the safety of the inner citadel, the emotional life of which is all that one can truly control. With this solitude, one is provided with security for one’s increasingly expansive practical efforts. Royce, on the other hand, insists, “loyalty is, from the first, a practical faith that communities, viewed as units, have a value which is superior to all the values and interests of detached individuals.”66 Although Royce was careful to suggest one may find true individuality only through service of some cause beyond one’s narrow self, there is a way in which this thinking, without careful checks, can lead to a denigration of the individual for the good of the broader community.

Foust summarizes Royce’s conception of universal community: it is “that community of all conscious beings, which itself is a being, composed of but not reducible to the aggregate of its individual members.”67 The demand for consciousness as a criterion for membership in the community is likely due to the impossibility of uncommunicative organisms to express, let alone to take on, purposes, hopes, and expectations that the rest of us can share. Surely some of these creatures do act in what can be read as purposeful ways, but if they cannot think of themselves in terms of a shared history and willed future, the markers of a community of memory or hope, then they are unable to meet the minimal standard for inclusion Royce suggested. But of course, consciousness is a significantly lower benchmark for potential membership than that of sapience, and of course such non-conscious beings could be beneficiaries of the conscious universal community, even if they could not be understood as eventual or even potential members.

This fully ideal community, sometimes termed “the Beloved Community,” Royce understood as receiving its fullest articulation in the life and aspirations of early Christianity, with its conception of expansive, enveloping love for all of humanity. In his investigation into Christianity, he was motivated by “the side, not of metaphysics and of traditional dogma, but of religious life and of human experience.”68 Early Christianity was, after all, more a social movement than a scholastic metaphysics. Royce was particularly concerned to show the consequences of “the very positive and active and heroic attitude toward life” that the Christian spirit entails69 as opposed to what is sometimes assumed about love as meek, self-sacrificing (in the sense of self-abnegation), or passive. Its followers have pathos toward the weak and discarded aspects of humanity, yes, but the attitude is present not only in its gentle or tender mode. Rather, this compassion “is a sharing in the victory that overcomes the world.”70 This is the love that animates not only soup kitchens and homeless shelters but also twentieth-century South American liberation theology and Jesus’ run-in with the temple’s moneylenders.

Royce speaks of Jesus, in the Great Commandment of Matthew 22:35–40 and Mark 12:28–34, as instructing his followers to take up two loving duties: the first toward God (which can be parsed as to the universal community) and the second toward neighbor, which Royce explains as a demand to use all possible tools that “tend to make the neighbor himself one of the lovers.”71 Through care, attention, exemplary behavior, challenging accountability, and all the rest, those who might have previously been outside of the moral community are invited to take their place and participate. And so this community of lovers strives toward maximal inclusion, an aim which motivates many communities, but it is not inclusion by dint of legalistic purity or adherence to some fixed political ideology. In fact, Royce makes much of the early Christian writers’ intentional failure to present much in the way of concrete political aims. The criterion of inclusion is instead an orientation and attitude toward other individuals, both those already included and those not yet included, namely the animating spirit of love.

But one might contend that insofar as Royce thinks of the Christian message as one motivated by duty, even a duty to a virtue as wholesome as love, he has returned to the vicious abstractionism that putatively afflicted his early writings on loyalty. Commenting on another work in which Royce offers a similar formulation, the August 1915 University Extension Course in Ethics, Oppenheim defuses the critique:


Royce’s use of ‘duty’ … can tempt a reader to think misleadingly that Royce is here simply borrowing Kant’s central ethical idea. Instead, … one of Royce’s main tasks is to show how the idea of duty arises, not primarily from pure practical reason, but from concretely lived experiences of the past.72



So the duty of love comes about from recognition of the consequences of prior loving behavior, both to the individual and to a community, namely that it provides the unification that allows both individual flowering and the progress of possible loyalties.

When these insights are paired with Royce’s claim that “the loyal are, in ideal, essentially kin,”73 it is clear enough that the Christian sentiment that all people are ideally brothers and sisters rings true with the Roycean story. But of course what Royce wanted out of Christianity was its story and values in their most ideal formulation, not in its flawed, oftentimes exclusive historical implementation. And so, at this point, it seems appropriate to return to Sellars’s equivalence between Roycean loyalty and Christian love, which he reads as caritas, the love of neighbor. A likely assumption is that Sellars appreciated charity’s focus on individual persons rather than ideal community—individual persons instead of personhood in general. It appealed to Sellars, concerned as he was to focus on love of one’s fellows but not on love of God as a direct support for moral commitment. Of course Sellars had given attention to a universal community, the epistemic community. Without explicit focus on the material conditions of epistemic inquiry, which Sellars seems not to offer, love and loyalty take on broadly different significances. Royce demands that love or loyalty looks to the needs and character of individuals, which Sellars sometimes missed.

And with that, we are now in a position to understand what Sellars meant when he claimed, “The only frame of mind which can provide direct support for moral commitment is what Josiah Royce called Loyalty, and what Christians call Love (Charity).” My sense is that though Sellars did not indicate what of Royce’s works he had in mind while making this statement, he was more focused on the later rather than the earlier texts. This is because Sellars here linked loyalty to one specific cause, the well-being of one’s fellow people—one’s neighbors—rather than to causes generally. This is more consonant with Royce’s explicit position in The Problem than in Philosophy of Loyalty, and as Sellars did not have deep acquaintance with Roycean sources or the benefit of much subsequent scholarship, especially the argumentative back-and-forths of Smith and those challenging his view, it is likely he would have only a surface familiarity with earlier and later Roycean positions. On both of their considered views, loyal moral commitment is tied up with responding to the needs of a ‘we’, a community. This stands in distinction to other ways of understanding what loyalty might be, such as willing the independent good, calculating all possible harms and benefits, or acting in service of an abstract ideal. It is only in the 1913 text that Royce spells out this difference.

With this assumption, it is obvious why Sellars would read Roycean loyalty and Christian love as one in the same: Royce himself held that in their ideal forms, they are identical, though in their concrete realizations they rarely manifest such similarity. Royce was concerned at every turn with questions about the example of the early Christian community and the present applicability of Christian ideas. But not all loyalties exemplify the worthy features of Christian loyalty to loving one’s neighbor. Independent of Christian history and the present religious establishments, Royce thought this form of thought retained significance and did important work in our present world as a strong exemplification of loyal behavior. As he wrote,


Whatever may hereafter be the fortunes of Christian institutions, or of Christian traditions, the religion of loyalty, the salvation of the otherwise hopelessly lost individual through devotion to the life of the genuinely real and Universal Community, must survive, and must direct the future both of religion and of mankind, if man is to be saved at all.74



Of the three elements this quotation highlights, Sellars adopted only a version of the “Universal Community,” though his more proximate source for it was Kant’s ideal reasoners rather than Royce’s conscious beings. Salvation and the lost individual are foreign to Sellars’s thought, except in the sense that his moral community attempts to explain the relationship between the partialism of individual judgment and the greater objectivity of the ideal community. And so Sellars might argue that the individual moral conscience that does not find itself in potential contradiction with the judgments of its fellows is lost, but this is only a limited portion of Royce’s fuller conception of the same.

* * *

Royce, Sellars, and Another Point of Consonance

I conclude this chapter with a very brief (and unfortunately underdeveloped) aside. It seems worthwhile to note that Sellars’s invocation and development of we-intending to preserve logical contradiction among individuals’ intentions shares much formally with Royce’s “argument from error,” which Oppenheim summarizes thus: “the whole system of finite judgments requires an All-Knowing Constitutor of all judgments (both true and false).”75 Or, in Royce’s words, finite error


implies a judgment whose intended object is beyond itself, and is also the object of the corresponding true judgment. But two judgments cannot have the same object save as they are present to one thought. For as separate thoughts they would have separate subjects, predicates, intentions, and objects…. Only as present to an including thought are they either true or false.76



In later work, Royce began to express this “including thought” and “All-Knowing Judge” as instead the “Community of Interpretation.” This later, less divinized phrasing makes connection with Sellars’s thought easier. Our partial moral judgments and intentions, unable to be contradicted or understood as true or false unless referred to the intentions of a community, reflects Royce’s concerns about our finite character.

It is likely something of the spirit of Hegel, refracted through the lens of Peirce, which animates Royce’s and Sellars’s moves to higher levels of encompassing generality. Royce notes that a proper solution to the problem of error requires “[a] revision of Hegel’s dialectical method, a synthesis of this method with the empirical tendencies of recent Pragmatism, a combination of both with the methods of modern Logic….”77 Of course Royce was clear that he did not think of himself as a Hegelian, as when he wrote, “It is time … that the long-customary, but unjust and loose usage of the adjective ‘Hegelian’ should be dropped. The genuinely Hegelian views were the ones stated by Hegel himself and by his early followers.”78 Smith insists that Royce’s idealism is often “identified prematurely with that of the German philosophers.”79 And further, though Royce engaged in careful studies of the German idealists, more proximate origins for this element of his thought are Peirce, Dedekind, and Schroder.

To my knowledge, Sellars never clearly stated a similar indebtedness in his moral philosophy, though he terms his “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind” as “incipient Meditations Hegelienes.”80 The 1995 introduction to that text, written by Richard Rorty, noted that the consequences of these thoughts are coming to fruition in Brandom’s projects.81 Spelling out the likely particular details of the Hegelian influence on this part of Sellars’s philosophy, by way of Peirce and Royce, will be left for another time. Of particular note would be Hegel’s conflict and dialectic of conscience.

* * *

We next turn to one of the few major writers who explicitly and substantially drew from Sellars’s work on the structure of moral judgment and community, Richard Rorty. My suspicion is that Rorty’s to-be-explored antipathy to Kantian theory, which had provided Sellars with an antidote to the problematic ethnocentrism of local loyalties without an overarching conception of ideal loyalty in general, allowed him to take and then develop Sellars’s views in what might be their most problematic possible signification. As the consonances and differences between Sellars’s and Rorty’s positions are explored, Royce’s general line of thought as well as his influence on Sellars should be kept in mind; they will return to the discussion’s forefront in the fourth chapter, when we will see how Rorty’s own position on universalist community developed.
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3 Richard Rorty’s Quasi-Sellarsian We

At the time of his death in June of 2007, many newspaper obituaries and remembrances written by fellow academics identified Richard Rorty as the most frequently-read and generally influential American philosopher of the second half of the twentieth century. The reasons offered for his popularity were various. Part of it came down to his being well situated in the academic establishment, teaching at major universities including Princeton and Stanford. The issues motivating his writings were central to the mid-twentieth century’s mainstream academic philosophical project, and his challenges to mainline presuppositions were vigorous enough, and published in major- enough venues, that he commanded attention. His writing style was congenial and approachable, which widened his appeal beyond academic philosophy. More than one of his autobiographical pieces reports his pleasure at being read in the halls of both the philosophy and comparative literature departments, a fact brought on by his engagement with a wide variety of problems, methodologies, and frameworks. His willingness to draw on the works of a vast panoply of thinkers, only some of whom were ordinarily-considered philosophers, further bolstered his interdisciplinary charm. This open-mindedness to sources—that is, a willingness to deploy useful tools regardless of their origins—led Rorty to bring into conversation writers whom ordinary academic good taste and scholarly common sense insisted should be held apart. In his work, and oftentimes in the span of just a page or two, readers find engagement with such varied (and often dubiously-paired) thinkers as Foucault and Carnap, Derrida and Quine, Dewey and Aristotle.

One of the thinkers most regularly appearing throughout Rorty’s corpus, especially in its earliest stages, was Wilfrid Sellars. Though Rorty never studied with Sellars, who spent 1958–1962 at Rorty’s PhD program (Yale—Rorty was there from 1952 to 1956), Sellars’s most philosophically-influential work was underway roughly contemporaneously with the formative years of Rorty’s career. In fact, in the autobiographical essay for his Library of Living Philosophers volume, composed shortly before his death, Rorty remarked directly on Sellars’s influence. Writing of the first years of his professional academic career, Rorty comments, “Sellars became my new philosophical hero, and for the next twenty years most of what I published was an attempt to capitalize on his achievements.”1 Rorty’s continual attention to Sellars was motivated, at least in part, by his initial intellectual discomfort in professional philosophy. He describes the tension and difficulty of the situation in which he found himself following his first appointment, at Wellesley College:


I realized that I had been badly educated for a career teaching philosophy in the U.S. Analytic philosophy was taking over. But my own graduate school, Yale, had blinded itself to this fact…. So I threw myself into reading Quine, Wittgenstein, Austin—all the stuff my colleagues were talking about. I retooled myself so as to become an analytic philosopher.2



And then, after his move to Princeton,


I think it would be accurate to say that up until 1963 or so, I wasn’t doing analytic philosophy because I didn’t know how. Then, because I couldn’t have survived at Princeton any other way, I did my best to sound like all the other guys, at least for a while.3



In his graduate training, at University of Chicago and then at Yale, Rorty was exposed to the historically-sensitive methods of Charles Hartshorne, Richard McKeon, and Paul Weiss. These figures’ methodologies clashed substantially with the modes of philosophical inquiry then more professionally prevalent. Sellars appeared as a useful bridge-figure. His works engaged with then-contemporary debates in analytic philosophy but were informed by familiarity with and sensitivity to historical figures and ways of approaching problems. As such, Rorty reported, “The one analytic philosopher I really cared for was Wilfrid Sellars.”4

Many scholars have noted and expounded on the centrality of Sellarsian epistemic insights in Rorty’s anti-foundationalist position, which was first sketched in 1972’s “The World Well-Lost,” expressed in 1979’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (hereafter PMN), and then expanded or applied in later pieces in the same argumentative vein. Significantly less scholarly work has been done to account for the relationship between Sellars and Rorty on ethical matters. Most commentaries on Rorty that note his use of Sellars mention this influence only in passing, usually focusing on the epistemic side, and then perhaps citing the same quotations about moral thought and we-intentions from Sellars that Rorty himself included. One exception to this trend is Christopher Voparil, whose investigations of Rorty’s politics usually have at least a stand-alone footnote expanding on the influence.

The only published article that addresses the connection between Sellars and Rorty on ethics in any significant detail is my 2011 “Richard Rorty’s Sellarsian Uptake.”5 One-third of it is devoted to Rorty’s dependence on Sellarsian we-intentionality for his moral and political thought. As I wrote there, “Exploring the relationship between these two thinkers could easily sustain a book-length work, and each of the points of contact I take up … rightly deserves its own essay.”6 This chapter will fulfill part of the promissorial element of that article, working through in detail the ways in which Rorty’s thinking in this domain is dependent on and divergent from Sellarsian insights.

Rorty’s texts show more than slight familiarity with Sellars’s ethical texts. He surely knew well the concluding chapter of Science and Metaphysics, which he reviewed for the journal Philosophy7 and referenced in a few PMN footnotes. Contingency, irony, and solidarity (hereafter CIS) mentions Sellars’s loyalty/caritas equivalence in passing and then directs readers to Solomon’s 1977 presentation of Sellars’s ethical theory. And then Sellars’s thoughts about community appear occasionally but obliquely throughout much of the rest of Rorty’s work, oftentimes without more explicit referencing than use of Sellars’s name and the term “we-intentions.”

Rorty’s first major publications, in the 1960s, were in epistemology and philosophy of mind. His late-life concerns, some four decades later, were primarily moral, political, and aesthetic. It can be difficult to see how all these concerns hang together, and particularly how a philosopher who made his name by writing about eliminative materialism and the incorrigibility of first-person mental reports wound up working on projects about moral community. One of the central tenets of most accounts of Rorty’s intellectual career, which stands as an attempt to hold together the early and late work’s differing focuses, is that he had changed his mind, gone rogue, turned his back on analytic philosophy. But this team-switching analogy or major intellectual change claim is complicated when we see that Rorty, referencing Isaiah Berlin in 2004, claimed, “I am a hedgehog who, despite showering my reader with allusions and dropping lots of names, has really only one idea.”8 But what idea could possibly hold together a life of academic work that addressed so many questions in so many spheres? The idea is of course a modification of one of Nietzsche’s: in our post-theistic culture, ‘truth’ has taken over the dangerous role ‘God’ used to play. Killing, or at least getting over, this replacement requires undermining representationalist assumptions and metaphors for certain knowledge and objective justification. And so Rorty explains, with a characteristic profession of modesty, “Help in spelling out how they [Nietzsche, James, Wittgenstein, Derrida, Heidegger, and Dewey] (and various other philosophers, such as Sellars, Davidson, and Brandom) do this is the only contribution I have to make.”9

The most influential and expansive presentation of how Rorty’s Nietzschean rejection of objectivity played out in motivating his diverse inquiries is Brandom’s “Linguistic Pragmatism and Pragmatism about Norms: An Arc of Thought from Rorty’s Eliminative Materialism to His Pragmatism.”10 Rorty was Brandom’s dissertation advisor in the years when PMN’s composition was underway, so it is unsurprising that the latter would have great insight into the former’s apparent intellectual transition. Early in the essay, he explains that “there is an almost ballistic trajectory described by his thought from very early on … that brought him to the mature form of his pragmatism.”11 The trajectory Brandom finds in both Rorty’s early and late work is a commitment to “looking at ontology through normative lenses and understanding normativity in a social pragmatist way.”12 “Looking at ontology” in this way inverts philosophy’s usual order of explanation, which had required a philosophical anthropology or some account of being, construed generally or abstractly, prior to engaging normative questions. Brandom suggests this position is expressed, perhaps unexpectedly, in Rorty’s 1970 construal of incorrigibility as “the mark of the mental.”13

There, Rorty argued against both reductionist and mind-brain-identity theses, for instance the views of J. J. C. Smart and D. M. Armstrong. Each suggested that a consistent materialism about mentality required that statements about thoughts could, in principle, be fully translated to topic-neutral third-person descriptions of brain-states or neurochemicals or the like. Rorty emphasizes the purport of this view when he notes, “Smart himself has said that … he feels compelled to say not that sensations and brain processes have the same properties, but that the sensations of common sense simply do not exist.”14 Rorty argues further that these positions are indefensible because materialists are unable to provide an account, in only the language of chemicals and micro-particles, of the necessary and sufficient conditions of mentality. Rather, to understand mentality, and particularly discourse about mentality, we have to look at how it appears in our social practices of acknowledging one another. This is why, if any feature will stand as a “mark of the mental,” it will be incorrigibility: when it comes to mentality, we trust one another’s genuine self-reports.

The move to social practice about mentality is a quasi-Sellarsian perspective (though only quasi-, for in the domain of philosophy of mind, Sellars himself had adopted another strategy, which Rorty rejects), built out of Sellars’s Myth of Jones, that a ‘genius’ taught his fellows to speak in terms of internal, private thoughts to explain regularities in external, public behavior.15 Unlike Sellars himself, Rorty argued that the Sellarsian story runs together social practice and objective modes of inquiry, undermining the epistemic possibilities for certainty as well as access to reality unconditioned by our ways of speaking and acting.

In Rorty’s project’s earliest moments, he was suggesting, as Nietzsche had about God, that we have private, privileged Cartesian selves just insofar as we are able to treat each other as having them both linguistically as well as evidentially. The same sort of argument could apply, on Rorty’s view, to the ontological status of any other item: insofar as we successfully continue to treat something as existent, it exists. If Rorty is right about this “ontological priority” of social norms and practices, then either “the structure of authority and responsibility that constitutes objectivity is actually incoherent” or it is instead contingently binding upon us. That is, our current structure of epistemic authority could be changed if we determine that other structures and ways of seeing ourselves in relation to the world would better serve us.16

Elsewhere, Brandom argues—in contrast to Rorty’s own stated position—that a reconstructed account of objectivity is consistent with Rorty’s position, and so he insists that we can “invest authority in non-human things: take ourselves in practice to be responsible to them in a way that makes us responsible to them.”17 Steven Levine has argued persuasively, however, that despite its attractive consonance with Rorty’s arguments, Brandom’s position will not work, because “it does not capture an essential feature of objectivity, namely, that what is objective constrains our thoughts and perception in a way that is beyond our control.”18 Levine also brings into question the central thrust of Brandom’s telling of the consistency of Rorty’s intellectual career: it is not Rorty’s arguments about incorrigibility but rather his “views concerning the eliminability of sensory experience”19 that undermine objectivity and set his normative social project into motion.

My sense is that in this debate with Brandom, Levine is correct. Brandom mislocates the origin of Rorty’s objection to objectivity in large measure because of his own suspicions about the validity and utility of arguments anchored in sensory experience. Just like Rorty, Brandom is comfortable endorsing moments of individual and collective incorrigibility—witness his example, “Whatever the Kwakiutl treat as an appropriate greeting gesture for their tribe, or a correctly constructed ceremonial hut, is one”20—but is consistently against appeals to experience and other experience-talk. This hostility emerges in two ways: first, his allergy to ‘experience’ itself, as noted when he claims that “Experience is not one of my words—literally, it does not appear in Making It Explicit, which contains many words.”21 Second, as Levine shows, Brandom and the other neo-pragmatists such as Rorty, consistently explicate sensory experience in terms that are unable to cope with Sellars’s worries about the myth of the given, which undermines the possibility of developing or articulating a worthwhile sense of experience. This deficiency opens positions such as Brandom’s and Rorty’s to accusations of “linguistic idealism,” the position that the only world to which their theories give us access is that of words. Their attention to social practice, specifically social linguistic practice, without a possible tether to the pushes and pulls of experience, has exposed them to much criticism, some of which will be explored presently.

The obvious consequences of Rorty’s position are metaphilosophical, namely as limitations on the possibility of inquiry into metaphysical permanences that are not constrained by inquirers’ ways of talking and thinking of themselves and their practices. Of course, these limitations on discourse and justification apply just as much to ethical inquiry as to any other. And so, on Rorty’s view, our inquiries and debates are forever funded by—or perhaps mired in—the historical contingencies that led to our present situation and senses of ourselves and these selves’ relationships to the world.

* * *

Paths for Resolving a Kant-Sellars-Rorty Tension

On Rorty’s telling, the major canonical philosopher who had least appreciated these contextual concerns, and thus who most consistently drew his ire, was Kant. Kant had insisted that moral action was that which consistently accorded with the dictates of pure practical reason, reasoning free from social habit or incentives and not requiring justification on terms other than its own (e.g., prudence or happiness). This sort of thinking is not idiosyncratic to Kant, of course. More recently, a similar sentiment was presented by Peter Singer’s insistence that a moral philosopher is distinctively able to address moral problems because “he [sic] has studied the nature of moral concepts, and the logic of moral argument.”22 Rorty claimed that what is distinctive about these sorts of philosophers is only that they “have a much greater willingness to take seriously the arguments of Immanuel Kant, … [who] gave currency and respectability to notions like ‘the nature of moral concepts’ and ‘the logic of moral argument’.”23 By insisting on a division between prudence and morality and then insisting the latter’s principles were developed only through a priori reasoning, unaffected by historical contingencies, Kant had set moral discourse as wholly distinctive from other human activities. But, says Rorty, “all a moral principle can possibly do is to abbreviate a range of moral intuitions.”24 Unless we are to say that moral intuitions—that is, common sense or unquestioned cultural prejudices—are in some measure independent of our histories, they and their attendant principles are equally the product of cultural processes (and thus, to Rorty, only the play of vocabularies). The intuitions summarized in Kant’s principles are those that exemplify the worst of the West’s patriarchal and authoritarian culture of oppression, particularly by disregarding the historical, and thus “impure,” character of practical reasoning itself.

Rorty argues, I think rightly, that following Darwin and Dewey, there is no place for the sorts of divisions between pure and impure or empirical and non-empirical modes of inquiry that motivate the Kantian story. Kant’s reasoners are unrecognizable in a contingent, Darwinian understanding of humanity. Rorty summarizes the upshot of this position, with a passing reference to Quine, thus:


All inquiry—in ethics as well as physics, in politics as well as logic—is a matter of reweaving our webs of beliefs and desires in such a way as to give ourselves more happiness and richer and freer lives. All judgments are experimental and fallible. Unconditionality and absolutes are not things we should strive for.25



But as the central task of this chapter is to see how Rorty’s moral thought developed from Sellars’s, and since Sellars took himself to be offering modifications of Kant, how can we make sense of Rorty’s sweepingly dismissive critiques of Kant but generally enthusiastic endorsement of Sellars?

One way is to claim, with Levine, that despite Rorty’s apparent disdain for Kant, he ironically winds up as a Kantian in largely the same way that Sellars did. Levine spells out the consequences of a central Rortian thread:


after the linguistic turn ontology can only be done by examining the normatively governed linguistic practices by which we detail our view of reality. In this regard Rorty remains, for all his fulminations against Kant, a linguistic Kantian—just like his hero Sellars.26



While Rorty surely does not unintentionally endorse all elements of the Kantian story, he can be understood in part as a reconstructed Kantian. The concepts and categories we bring to our engagements with the world determine and delimit these engagements, and they often become the framing or setting our future engagements. Unlike Kant, Rorty did not think these categories were ahistorical or on the path to securing certainty in the sciences. So the occasional jab at Kant functions to locate Rorty primarily against the Kantian particulars and history as well as much of the Kantian spirit or impulse, despite his Sellarsian appreciation that concepts as rules shape our reality.

A second way of reading the Kant-Sellars tension is that Rorty’s critiques of Kantianism land, but that Rorty engaged in scholarly neglect or opportunistic cherry-picking: he just ignored the Kantian parts of Sellars that were at odds with his desired reading. This is the same sort of criticism offered against Rorty’s readings of most other major figures he used, especially Dewey, Heidegger, Wittgenstein, and Derrida. This answer may be right, but for my purposes it is uninteresting because it disregards the possibility of telling a productive story from Sellars to Rorty. If this is the only answer we can give to how Rorty responded to Sellars’s Kantianism, then the only story we can tell is that, through his refusal to accept or work through Kantian commitments, Rorty just got Sellars wrong.

A third potential answer begins with recognizing the limitations of the successes of Sellars’s own project. As the first chapter showed, he was unsure whether an argument for the existence of a universal, specifically ethical community of all reasoning beings could be defended. Such a successful argument would require identifying something unique and shared about all such beings, or at least an obligation that stood as a consequence of some shared possession of all such beings. Though Sellars thought all attempts to that point had been unsuccessful, he held out hope, continuing to write as if an argument for the existence of this ideal community was just around the bend. Rorty had no such illusions, thinking that such an argument required problematic abstractionism and assumed indefensible essentialism about human reasoners. Or, as he put it in another context,


there is nothing deep down inside us except what we have put there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating a practice, no standard of rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argumentation that is not obedience to our conventions.27



This claim runs in direct opposition to the key element of Sellars’s Kantian strain, that there is something ahistorical about us to discover. And so in adopting a Sellarsian framework, Rorty took up the we-intentional story but junked its guiding aim, namely that morality consists in acting to realize those intentions that would be acted toward by every possible reasoner, independent of the contingencies of our practices of reason-giving and justification. I will say more about this in the following chapter’s discussion of Rorty, Royce, and reasoning. For now it is enough to say that Rorty maintained reason-giving and argumentation, including in moral discourse, though he suggested that reasons offered and accepted are not universally acceptable but instead are always bounded and conditioned by the contingent practices and habits some cultural group has taken up. This is a sort of relativism, but it is not the unthinking kind popular in undergraduate philosophy classrooms, the sort that says with a shrug, “Who am I to judge?” or “You do you.” Rather, Rorty’s relativism is a nuanced sort that, as many critics have determined, is not easily dismissed.

* * *

Rorty, Sellars, and Community

Throughout his writing, from PMN on, Rorty identifies himself as a member of many cultural groups, often using ‘we’ to emphasize his membership. Giorgio Baruchello and Ralph Weber compiled a substantial, though not exhaustive, collection of Rorty’s appealed-to and identified ‘we’s:


we moderns; we latecomers; we in the twentieth century; we Westerners; we of the West; we Western philosophers; we contemporary inheritors of the Cartesian distinction between mind and matter; we heirs of the Enlightenment; we Europeans; we Americans; we Anglo-Americans; we Anglo-Saxons; we rich, fat, tired North-Americans; we liberals in the United States; we Western liberals; we liberals; we twentieth century liberals; we bourgeois liberals; we postmodern bourgeois liberals; we tragic liberals; we liberal reformists; we liberal intellectuals; we decent, liberal humanitarian types; we Alexandrians; we downbeat, Alexandrian, social democratic liberals; … we powerful, discursive types; we partisans of solidarity; we atheists; we ironists; we fuzzies; we new fuzzies; we pragmatists; we new pragmatists; we anti-essentialists; we anti-foundationalists; we nominalists; we Wittgensteinian nominalists; … we pragmatic Wittgensteinian therapists; we therapeutic philosophers; we Deweyans; we enlightened post-Kuhnians; we analytic philosophers; we philosophers; … we in the humanities; we philosophy professors; we humans.28



It is clear that these groups are varied not only in scope but also in seriousness. With so many groups appealed to, it can seem that these inclusive moments are only throwaways, mere rhetorical flourishes meant to invoke group-imagery or to allow Rorty to speak with the authority of those beyond himself in which he thought himself included. Unfortunately, as Wojciech Małecki argues,


The Rortyan pronoun owes its notoriety mainly to the fact that it often gives rise to rather grotesque and embarrassing situations…. [U]nder that ‘we’ he would subsume all sorts of philosophers who would then frequently respond that they cannot form the weakest idea as to what they might have in common with him.29



Rorty regularly counted himself as part of clubs that had no desire for his membership. Doubtless, some of these ‘we’-invocations serve no role beyond those rhetorical aims mentioned, but my sense is that some of them are also in fact moments where the Sellarsian we-intentional account of community and morality from chapter 1 appears in Rorty’s thought. To explore this claim, it will be helpful to work through a few relevant passages from various Rortian texts that explicitly mention Sellars.

In the first half of PMN, Sellars’s arguments appear primarily in two related ways: first, to criticize empiricism and the “framework of givenness” on which it usually relies,30 and second, to understand the processes of knowing and meaning as not simply representing the world but instead as situating a statement within a “space of reasons” or a “form of life. ”31 That is, Sellars here plays for Rorty roughly the same role he played for most other writers: as standing as an exemplary internal critique of then-contemporary epistemological orthodoxy as well as giving an alternative framework on which to understand how justification works.

But as PMN goes on, Rorty begins to reference works other than Sellars’s EPM, and in ways that engage with topics beyond the epistemic. A footnote to Rorty’s discussion of the alleged impossibility of prelinguistic awareness,32 for instance, points readers to the last chapter of Science and Metaphysics, where Sellars had noted Peirce as the thinker to have come closest to working out a defensible relationship between the community of inquirers and a more general and encompassing moral community. Rorty comments,


It is notorious that moral philosophers are of little help in deciding what is to count as a moral agent…. Sellars discusses the topic briefly and inconclusively in terms of the question of whether all members of an epistemic community are members of an ethical community.33



This theme continues in the book’s final pages, as Rorty reveals that Sellars’s “insistence that personhood is a matter of being ‘one of us’ … rather than a feature of certain organisms”34 has guided many of the arguments throughout the earlier parts of PMN. Rorty ultimately reveals that what was for Sellars an ethical point (or at least a metaphysical point with ethical content and implications) consistently undergirded PMN’s anti-epistemic moves.

After PMN, Rorty began to spin its key argument into other domains, and Sellars was occasionally brought along to be invoked as support. In the essays collected as Consequences of Pragmatism, Sellars’s role is limited to his attack on empiricism and to his dictum that the aim of philosophy is to see how things hang together. In the same period, Rorty’s “Solidarity or Objectivity?”35 and “Science as Solidarity”36 appeared. In these pieces, Rorty’s uses of Sellarsian themes were primarily (again) in their epistemic guise: scientific inquiry provides a model not of absolute discovery but rather of the hope for gradual agreement through an ongoing, historically-conditioned conversation.

It was only in 1989’s CIS that Rorty more fully unpacked and endorsed Sellars’s claims about the relationship between community and morality. Despite Sellars’s careful arguments and detailed presentation, Rorty unsurprisingly appropriated his conclusions in a casual way, writing, for instance, “morality is a matter of what he [Sellars] calls ‘we intentions’, that the core meaning of ‘immoral actions’ is ‘the sort of thing we don’t do.”37 This way of putting Sellars’s ideas is in some important respects right, though in the surrounding text Rorty does not specify any determinant referent for ‘we’. Rather, he stays general, explaining,


An immoral action is, on this account, the sort of thing which, if done at all, is done only by animals, or by people of other families, tribes, cultures, or historical epochs. If done by one of us, or if done repeatedly by one of us, that person ceases to be one of us.38



Rorty here seems more concerned about a community’s moment of exclusion and boundary-setting rather than the inclusive framing that remained central for Sellars’s understanding of community.

While Sellars had developed an account of morality on these terms, it was always set against a background of ‘we reasoners’, an ideal Kantian community which would in principle be able to subsume and mediate all individuals and their competing moral claims. Rorty had given up this abstract backstop and was thus often accused of embracing an empty sort of relativism, which was hopeless for addressing disagreement and difference.39 But in giving up this Kantian backstop, is it also possible that he gave up on Sellars’s moral framework, taking the latter’s thought in directions it could not possibly go? My sense is there is a way of reconciling this apparent disparity, which I will address at this chapter’s end.

The ninth chapter of CIS, titled “Solidarity,” was Rorty’s first major attempt to spell out a positive account of community. In PMN, he had noted that the bounds of community—being “one of us”—guides and provides the tools and materials of our inquiries and engagements with the world. In CIS, though, he indicates not only this point but also what it means to have come to recognize or to think of oneself as part of a community. To unpack this point, he brings in the book’s two other themes—contingency and irony—to present an account of solidarity that stands at odds with more common ones, especially those in the mainline Kantian and utilitarian traditions.

Four major claims coalesce here. First, there is Rorty’s anti-essentialism about the human self. In PMN, this appeared as a rejection of Cartesian mental substance. Res cogitans was only the substantialized outcome of our habit of taking one another to have privileged authority about some sorts of reports, namely those called “inner” or “mental.” Insofar as we stop doing this, we are in a position to begin to stop sundering the world into two domains, that of the physical or public and that of the mental or private. In CIS, this position is worked out less abstractly, in terms of “the contingency of selfhood.”40 The canonical thinkers appealed to in Rorty’s discussion are a version of Hegel (without the systematic idealism) and a version of Nietzsche (without the nigh-universal disdain). Hegel’s overarching historicism and Nietzsche’s iconoclastic sense of self-creation merge to form a Rortian sense of contingency: though our shared history and traditional, inherited ways of interpreting the world shape and guide us, we must find ways to move beyond them, to make ourselves new in service of the ideals and hopes that we choose. These authentic, freely-chosen self-remakings are not efforts to become more in line with how we should be—or at least not if “how we should be” is understood in any way other than how we wish ourselves to be. In these efforts, we are not striving to become better matched to an ahistorical and acontextual idea of rational humanity or how a deity would have us be. The aim here is not salvation or religious conversion. Rather, we are remaking our former and present selves to be our chosen future selves, which can be understood as secular conversion.

The second theme that Rorty brings out to develop his solidaristic account is “the contingency of community.”41 Much as he considers individuals to have contingent histories that guide but do not determine future outcomes or desires, communities are likewise influenced by prior practices and traditions, yet they are still able to be remade. This remaking may involve not only revolution, ceremonies, celebrations, and political hierarchies but also the challenging of commonly-held beliefs and what sort of argumentative moves or commitments are treated as “reasonable.” In this discussion Rorty squarely addresses the issue of relativism, which by now seems a constant threat to his anti-foundational account.

In CIS, Rorty’s main rejoinder against charges of relativism is that its opposite, that our beliefs should be founded on “absolute validity” or universally-appreciable reasons, relies on a conception of self that Rorty had rejected in his earlier work. Indeed, Rorty explains, the position that a particular argument should now appeal to all possible audiences reintroduces strict distinctions between nature and culture, animal and (potentially divine) humanity, and passion and reason.42 He suggests what we need instead of aspiration for universality is to see that what counts as a reason for a belief is always contextualized to the vocabulary-practices of a limited linguistic group. Changes in what would be a good reason are relative to criteria such as usefulness, popularity, and novelty. Rarely, Rorty argues, are the culturally-conditioned shifts in such criteria to be explained with phrases such as “more rational” or “absolutely correct.”43 When these words are used, they normally signify concealed power-relations, which are to be found in the habits of one group of language users illegitimately assuming the primacy of their vocabulary over other candidate ways of negotiating interactions, using language, and offering reasons. On Rorty’s view, invocation of the universal is often a way of smuggling in the interests and values of the socially powerful (another Nietzschean contribution to contemporary debates).

As he makes this point, Rorty comments in passing, perhaps unexpectedly, that “A conviction which can be justified to anyone is of little interest.”44 The thought here is that one’s explicit convictions function primarily as a way of distinguishing oneself from others who do not similarly believe. With respect to communities, this is a way of demarcating the line between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Rorty finds universally-acceptable convictions uninteresting because they are unable to play a distinguishing role in an individual or group’s self-conception: they are the neutral substrate that most everyone takes for granted. For example, by now, almost everyone in America has some set of beliefs: slavery was wrong; land ownership should not be a requirement for voting rights; and so on. When we come across someone who disagrees about one of these convictions, we are genuinely shocked. What we assumed to be universally held, acceptable to everyone, suddenly was not. Until this moment, positions like these are uninteresting enough to receive little consideration.

And yet, convictions which are not yet universally held, but could be justified to anyone—given the right mixture of education, rhetoric, conversion, and the like—should be interesting. These are those beliefs which are not now universally justifiable but might someday become so. In this section, Rorty does not note this point, though it is implicit in progressive narratives he offers in later essays. If there is to be hope for substantial progress on Rorty’s metrics, some beliefs which cannot now be justified to everyone could be so justified in the future. In this way, they would eventually become the uninteresting background for contestation of more controversial positions.

Rorty’s position’s third theme that plays out in his thoughts on solidarity is an insistence on the distinction between public and private. This topic’s nuances will be discussed in detail in the fourth chapter. Briefly, in CIS, Rorty suggests that his preferred cultural configuration—that which he thinks is best, though he would cash out the term “best” with care and perhaps in a counterintuitive manner—is to have a public sphere of liberals and a private sphere of ironists, people who accept that their deepest commitments as well as those of their communities cannot be defended against all possible critiques. These individuals, who are unable to offer much in the way of explanation for their beliefs other than their cultural practices, are routinely exposed to charges of ethnocentrism.45

Given Rorty’s earlier-described commitments to the contingency of selves, communities, and reason-giving, there is no apparent defense against this charge. This, however, is not a moment for despair or a reason to give up on Rorty’s position. Instead, he claims, it is correct that ironic liberals are ethnocentric. This charge must be accepted and then tempered. We should not see the label “ethnocentric” as a dirty word, an immediate defeater to someone’s claims. Given Rorty’s understanding of reason-giving, all positions are ethnocentric insofar as they are expressed and supported on terms whose meaning and value are found in the vocabulary-practices of some limited group. The ‘we’ in which we each find ourselves, whether through accidents of birth or intentional allegiance, sets the standards and ideals by which we operate. When we endorse, employ, or enact these elements, we are setting aside the possibility of universally-amenable reasons and instead acting for the good or by the lights of our limited group. But, Rorty warns, not all ethnos are created equal.

This claim may seem ironic and self-refuting because any standard by which we could evaluate the value of our culture against that of others would be only our culture’s prejudices. It is clear, however, that Rorty endorsed something along these lines. In comments on pedagogy, specifically the relationship between education and indoctrination, he wrote, with a reference to Hegel:


I don’t see anything herrschaftsfrei [domination-free] about my handling of my fundamentalist students. Rather, I think those students are lucky to find themselves under the benevolent Herrschaft [domination] of people like me, and to have escaped the grip of their frightening, vicious, dangerous parents…. I am just as provincial and contextualist as the Nazi teachers who made their students read Der Stürmer; the only difference is that I serve a better cause.46



Setting aside conservative worries about demonic, liberal college professors and Deweyan worries about the democratic aims of education, Rorty’s last phrase is intriguing. On the one hand, a critic might insist that Rorty is paying himself an empty compliment. Of course he thinks his cause is better; after all, he is the one who holds it and who is doing the evaluating. But in other texts, such as his history and defense of liberalism, Achieving Our Country,47 Rorty appears emphatic that liberalism really is the best way to organize ourselves, because it promotes happiness, freedom, and the realization of other laudable values. And while he has characterized this text as polemical rather than philosophical, it is not clear that this distinction can hold up to scrutiny. The book is polemical in that it passionately argues for a specific understanding of a specific culture in a specific time period, but this is very much in line with what Rorty eventually reconceived philosophy to be.48 A non-abstract conception of philosophy that engages with experienced problems will invariably share much with the function and spirit if not the intensity of polemical discourse. And so it is right to think that Rorty supports his account that some cultures are to be preferred to others, really are better than others, even if he cannot offer noncircular reasons for believing this. Rorty’s circularity is unlikely to convince anyone hostile to his aims, but in response, he would likely ask critics to identify how their own standards of justification are independent of their contingent history and cultures. Ultimately, Rortian argumentation becomes a game of one side building and the other side collapsing attempts at escaping the interlocutors’ own narrow perspectives.

With that much said, and regardless of whether Rorty’s argumentation succeeds, it is clear that what is found on the private side of Rorty’s public/private divide is irony. Recognizing the historical contingencies that make attractive one’s deepest beliefs can bring these into question or at least under suspicion. Positions that seem obvious or unquestionable should be questioned: they may seem much less obvious without the obviousness of one’s deeply-ingrained cultural assumptions. Rorty paraphrases this idea when he notes that he is the sort of ethnocentrist who has been raised to hate ethnocentrism. Maybe ethnocentrism is not quite as bad if we keep our eyes out for its historical excesses. Our privately-held positions must be held ironically—that is, with a readiness to criticize them and to set them aside if they become problematic, irrelevant, or no longer useful for the kinds of projects which we find valuable.

Finally, the ninth chapter of CIS relies on a claim Rorty made much earlier, in the book’s introduction: he supports liberalism, and by that he means the ‘we’ of those who, in a “borrow[ed] definition of ‘liberal’ from Judith Shklar, … think that cruelty is the worst thing we do.”49 ‘Cruelty’ must be understood in a suitably broad way: it includes not only obvious examples, such as whipping the enslaved or kicking animals, but also more mundane kinds of humiliation, such as mockery. Rorty makes clear that the worst form of cruelty is forced redescription: that is, demanding that others take up one’s own way of describing and explaining the world. Though at first blush this sort of cruelty may seem especially banal or perhaps even not cruel, Rorty is concerned primarily with moments of major, “metaphysical” redescription. So, in answering the question, “What is a human?” a stereotypical Westerner might reply that the human is an animal organism blessed with special powers of rationality. Insofar as one is unable to find these powers of rationality in the speech and practices of another people, then they are not seen as human. If this is not a moment of cruelty in itself, then it has often been the first step to making permissible actions that surely are cruel.

The deeper issue here is that forced descriptions take away a particular culture or individual’s ability to make sense of its own world. That is, they undermine whatever powers of creativity and novelty we have. These imaginative abilities are important for Rorty because of his hope that they will provide for us innovative ways of thinking about and organizing ourselves; if nothing else, human freedom for self-creation is a value worth defending. While he does not provide for himself a way to understand genuine, once-and-for-all progress, imaginative solutions may assist with the relative realization of local aims and ideals. The liberal understanding at play here is a thin ‘we’ which asks little of its members. Its primary activity is letting-alone, allowing others both within and without the group to determine how to order their private lives.

These four features—the contingency of selves and communities, a firm division between public and private realms of life which implies ethnocentrism, and a (public) commitment to liberalism—come together in CIS’s last chapter, “Solidarity.” The solidarity that Rorty has in mind here is local: to one’s neighbors, to one’s family, to one’s trade union. He argues that an abstract conception of solidarity—i.e., to the human community—is a useless, inert fiction. It is not that we are moved to help others exclusively by their common humanity with us but rather that we see and understand their suffering as those of “one of us.” This is a self-consciously Sellarsian interpretation of moral motivation. The closer to home we sense some wrongdoing, the more likely we are to take steps to ameliorate it. An example should help with understanding this point. We have no doubts about our recognition of the common humanity of the faraway people who make our clothes and electronics cheaply, but this is not enough to motivate our refusing to buy these products or to demand modification of the business practices that bring about their ongoing suffering. Rather, to motivate a change in the situation, we have to find some other commonality, one with content beyond simply our shared specieshood. Our ability to suffer is what Rorty comes to as a commonality that is held universally and that is motivational, though he does not make this insight in an explicit-enough fashion. And so I conceive of Rorty’s ultimate moral ‘we’ as that of ‘we sufferers’—this point will continue in the background of the rest of the work, surfacing occasionally and then worked out fully in the work’s final pages.

* * *

How Rorty Privileges Any One Community

So, we liberal, Rortian ironists recognize that because cruelty’s worst output is suffering, we intend that it is to be eliminated: for us, a world without suffering is better than one with it. But why this set of intentions and ideals among any other possible ones? What reason is there to think we should give pride of place to the elimination of suffering?

On the one hand, Rorty consistently avoided attempts to give theoretical justification for this commitment (or many others). Any possible answer remained beyond the possible scope of his linguistic idealism, and he consistently respected the boundary he had put forward. On his terms, little more can be offered than a circular recognition that a world with less suffering would be useful for others of his favored ideals, e.g., the promotion of human happiness or flourishing. It is not clear that suffering can be quantified, of course, but even with this problem set to the side, that kind of answer is fundamentally unsatisfying for most of us. As I will argue below, however, there are moments in Rorty’s work that go beyond this maddeningly circular chain of ideals in service of ideals, as well as some other ways that his position could have been fairly bolstered.

At times, Rorty argued for his preferred ideals and project by offering an analogy, as in his 1998 “Pragmatism as Romantic Polytheism.” There, he suggested the late eighteenth-century philosophical romantics—figures such as Rousseau, Herder, and Hölderlin—had offered us a vision of “the substitution of poetry for religion as a source of ideals, [which] … seems to me usefully described as a return to polytheism.”50 The sense of ‘polytheist’ Rorty here intends is not the individual who believes in many literal gods; rather, it is one who believes that “there is no actual or possible objective of knowledge that would permit [one] to commensurate and rank all human needs.”51 This is an individual who has given up on the project of determining whether there is one best way to be and what it is, allowing instead that different communities, individuals, and persons from moment to moment have widely different conceptions of what they should be doing, how they should live, and what they require to do live well.

Rorty’s sense of the American pragmatist tradition is that it had adopted this same sort of ‘polytheism’. Pragmatism encouraged a shift away from organized religion to a broadly pluralist conception of worthwhile ideals that find their truth in their meaning-making capacity. The centerpieces of pragmatism have always been experimentalism, that concepts are to be understood by consequences, that potential projects and values are to be judged by their fruits. While the tradition retained hope that intelligence and inquiry might be able to show that some previously-thought needs or values could be left to the side, it had abandoned hope of constructing a system that would show how all remaining needs should be ordered and addressed. The human world is simply too complicated and diverse for such determinations to be made, and we have no access to the sort of extra-cultural perspective that would be necessary to make sense of the demand or criteria for these sorts of determinations. What takes the place of universal valuation for the pragmatists is the polytheism of democracy. Different individuals serve different causes, and conflicts of valuing are to be mediated by attestation, contestation, and compromise. On this view, the elimination of suffering is given pride of place only because Rorty thinks it is the best aim, one that allows other modes of life to bloom. He hopes to convince his readers of the same, though he humbly admits he has no ultimate argument that will settle the question once and for all.

Because the polytheistic language Rorty used is at odds with ordinary cultural and religious understandings of theism and how ideals play the role gods did previously, it may be helpful to look to a later source that offers another analogy for ideal-selection that is both less vague and more experientially rich. In a posthumously-published public lecture, Rorty explained that


[w]hen we fall in love with another person, we do not ask about the source or the nature of our obligation to cherish that person’s welfare. It is equally pointless to do so when we have fallen in love with an ideal…. What we cannot do is choose between two people, or between two ideals, by reference to neutral criteria.52



This passage’s example—falling in love—is likely the best grounds on which Rorty could present his ideas about the process of ideal-selection, the difficulty of explaining how one has chosen, and the impossibility of a universal hierarchy of values. This analogy has experiential resonance for contemporary readers that polytheism most likely does not. It is a rare person who can be argued into love. Rarer still is the lover who can offer a non-circular argument for why he or she is in love. And even if he or she could, the argument on offer is almost sure not to be universally persuasive. A cutely uneven smile appears as a toothy fanged snarl. The provider who puts his or her family’s material security before all else is a boring workaholic. An atypical laugh may be attractive because unusual to one person and yet grating despite its uniqueness to another. And so on. Even the most sincere inquiry into the varieties of physical or romantic attraction will not result in a universal rubric for convincing those people who are not attracted to someone that they should be.

With this reconstruction of ideals—not as principled conclusions to be argued for but instead as alluring objects of devotion—Rorty still recognizes that selecting among ideals and the causes that promote them is not always easily done. Competing ideals may appeal just as may a variety of candidate romantic partners. Likewise, even when one has been devoted to working toward the realization of a recognized need, another may strike one as more worthwhile. What Rorty insists is that any choice about what ideal to serve will have to be made with reference to present aims and without the benefit of an argumentative position that is free from contingent historical and cultural influences. After all, that is how one “decides” to fall in love. It is also how one falls out of love or retrospectively evaluates one’s chosen partners. We can recognize through self-criticism that we have mistakenly served a cause or wasted our youth on an unfulfilling partner. In these decisions, however, we are not using ahistorical or neutral criteria; rather, we are operating from our contemporary set of beliefs and values.

But insofar as Rorty has encouraged polytheism about ideals, why should we not instead think of polyamory as the appropriate analogy? In some respects, this characterization is appealing: at different moments, one will take on and work with different lovers. This analogy breaks down, however, just insofar as one is unable to simultaneously work toward or achieve multiple goals. It is possible to support one goal in the morning and another at night, but there is not time to satisfy all ideals at once (and more than that, working toward one goal will often be working directly against another). Of course some goals are complementary or neutral with respect to one another, and one may serve these simultaneously. Though there are many possible lovers or gods for each of us to enjoy, because of our finitude, we cannot possibly serve all of them; they cannot all be ours. That is, we may be able to live a polyideal life, but panidealism is simply impossible, and either of those will be less fully devoted than a life in service of just one central ideal.

The ideal Rorty was most ready to serve is avoiding or undermining suffering brought on by cruelty: again, this he takes to be the aim of public liberalism, which he claims gives us the greatest hope for human progress. But what can be said in support of this ideal and Rorty’s hopes for it? As above, very little; for Rorty, “poetic, artistic, philosophical, scientific, or political progress results from the accidental coincidence of a private obsession with a public need.”53 On this view, an individual comes up with a novel suggestion for organizing ourselves that happens to mesh well with what the broader community is attempting to do or is receptive to doing. Voparil brings Rorty’s phrasing here into question—the language of ‘obsession’ seems to be an overstatement meant to highlight and then set to the side Rorty’s own personal, temperamental, and historical motivations for working toward liberalism.54 Further, says Voparil, the publicized obsession “takes on a quality that seems anything but personal or accidental; instead, it is automatically asserted as what ‘we’ believe.”55 This is then something of a tension in Rorty’s thought: rather than accepting the complete contingency and impossibility of offering convincing justifications of public beliefs as well as private ones, he “insulates his commitment to liberalism from the contingency of the ironist.”56 Voparil and Richard Bernstein57 have each suggested this tension cannot be overcome, and I think that on the terms Rorty has given, especially his insistence that the public/private divide must be preserved at all costs, they are right.

Insofar as there is something attractive about avoiding suffering, perhaps something more than an idle, shrugging reason can be given. Already we have heard from Sellars and Rorty that the language of we-intentionality is the only sort of moral discourse that does not commit us either to abstractionism or to thinking of ourselves as subservient to something beyond us, or beyond what we are when we think of ourselves collectively. But with this limitation in mind, for the sake of extending our sense of who counts as “one of us,” or within the ‘we’, we should find a category that is both empirical in character and still applies as broadly as possible. The best possible category to meet this argumentative need is “those of us who suffer,” a feature shared by not only almost all human beings but also many animal beings and perhaps other sorts of beings beyond these.

But to what degree is this feature unique in its commonality? One Rortian commentator tells us “[s]uffering is the only condition common to all human (and living) beings.”58 It is not clear that this is so, that suffering is the only common condition. On the one hand, many beings we consider alive do not seem to suffer. The amoeba, for instance, does not have the biological makeup necessary for complex phenomenal states such as suffering, and yet biologists tell us it is alive. On the other hand, while all humans may suffer, all humans have many other commonalities as well. We all make meaning. We all share. We eat. We have families and plans. And so on. It is not clear that the particular instantiations of these elements of human life are as obviously similar in cross-cultural or cross-species contexts to do the work necessary for creating a more-encompassing moral community. But then suffering is also said in many ways.

Rorty is clear that what from the perspective of one vocabulary seems cruel or productive of suffering will seem necessary from the perspective of another. Debates about personhood, for instance, are often debates about an organism’s capacity to suffer and receive cruelty as well as disagreements over the ranking of the apparent cruelties and suffering to be found in the situation. Pro-choice individuals who believe fetuses can suffer, perhaps even to as robust a degree as adult humans can, may still hold that abortion is permissible because it is unacceptably cruel to burden an unwilling mother. There is no neutral playing field on which to carry out disputation of disagreements between vocabularies on these questions. We can chide, cajole, and threaten one another in an attempt to categorize and broaden our conception of possible cruelties, but it is not possible to appreciate or to eliminate all cruelties; there is just too much disagreement about what constitutes cruelty and suffering.

But Bernstein notes that


[c]ontrary to Rorty’s reflections on the contingency of all vocabularies, when he writes about pain, suffering, cruelty, and humiliation he comes close to saying that here we touch upon something that is really ‘out there’, something which is non-linguistic and doesn’t disappear when we switch vocabularies.59



In one sense, this is problematic: as just noted, suffering and cruelty will appear and disappear as one shifts ways of speaking and understanding the world. Painful violence received in one context may be understood as a manhood ritual or performance body art in another. There simply is not a way to decide between these contrasting descriptions, and while we might be willing to accept the performer’s self-description of what is occurring to him, it is doubtless that some observers will refuse to see art in the destructive.

Bernstein is correct that Rorty’s discussions of pain, humiliation, suffering, and cruelty are the places where he comes closest to accepting non-linguistic experiential content. I think the slippage of these discussions back into disputes about language occurs because Rorty and his critics rarely distinguish carefully among these various categories. Suffering, cruelty, pain, and humiliation are all deeply related, but they are not synonymous, and one can miss the ways in which Rorty begins to acknowledge their non-linguistic character if one loses sight of how they interrelate. While actions are categorized as cruel or humiliating relative to an individual’s or culture’s sense of itself, pain is not so able to be reinterpreted. A pain may be understood as a valuable, necessary, or inevitable sort of pain, but it is pain nonetheless.

For Rorty, and for the liberal tradition more broadly, suffering is to be avoided and in most cases ultimately eliminated. This is sensible enough: suffering distracts and annoys, limiting one’s possibilities for self-chosen novelty, development, and growth. It forces attention on itself, demanding that other concerns are set to the side for so long as one continues to hurt. So we must rid ourselves and our fellows of suffering lest their lives are consumed in want and pain.

Complete rejection and elimination, however, are not the only ways in which suffering can be engaged. The liberal ‘we’ does not have a monopoly on the possibilities of our responding to suffering. Indeed, other cultures show us that suffering may be educative, a component of a trial necessary to find one’s place in community. It may also be the temporary price of eventual, and perhaps eternal, reward. Further examples that show the multiplicity of responses to suffering, which in their variety also display some of the varieties of suffering itself, abound. What is common to these instances of other possible responses is that in each, suffering is interpreted; it is made meaningful through its role in a story about itself, the sufferer, and the broader cultural situation. What is dangerous and to be avoided, then, is not suffering itself but rather uninterpreted or, worse, uninterpretable suffering. Suffering of this sort, which may be understood as mere suffering for its own sake, is what hurts and consumes individuals meaninglessly, fruitlessly. It is this which must be avoided, for it is this which undermines growth and the possibility of having lives worth living.

But Rorty tells us to work against suffering itself, to eliminate suffering in all its many forms—in late life, he put this point in unexpectedly utilitarian terms, as “achieving the greatest possible amount of happiness … is the only moral obligation we have.”60 What do we say of the soldier who throws him or herself upon a grenade to save the lives of his or her fellows? In choosing to do this, or perhaps in simply and immediately reacting to the situation, the soldier chooses or accepts to suffer. He or she does this without consideration, perhaps, but given the choice, would not many of us choose the same? If we are to die, as we surely must, would not a death in service of something beyond ourselves be worthy? In so undertaking these sorts of sacrifices, we are accepting that suffering may be made or understood as meaningful through interpretation. My suffering is acceptable, and perhaps even desirable, insofar as it works toward another cause. This is a Jamesian point about the way that lives can be made valuable. The soldier’s death is glorious in its protection of others’ lives. Without this latter interpretive move, suffering is meaningless and then surely must be eliminated. Rorty often suggests agreement with this; one of his core and consistent responses to charges of relativism is that there are still good reasons to die for causes in which one believes. But deaths often mean suffering. Perhaps Rorty has an underdeveloped account of suffering, and where he insists that we must work to eliminate suffering sans phrase, he should have instead only told us to work against instances of unchosen or uninterpretable suffering, e.g., those that are the result of cruelty or violence.

A way around this difficulty—elimination as the exclusive response to suffering—is to argue that negation (in the loosest possible sense of the term) is a form of interpretation, a way of making elements of experience meaningful. In some cases, this may be a sensible reply. The suffering that one once lived but has since removed can be understood retrospectively as that which spurred one to become who one is today. Instances of suffering can be interpreted as the surmounted obstacle, as the overcome risk, as the slain dragon. But this is a different kind of interpretative effort. Putting suffering into a context of understanding, negating via contextualization, is a step beyond Rorty’s recommendation that we are to rid ourselves and others of suffering. Maybe, unsurprisingly, there is much to learn from other peoples about the ways in which suffering can be understood and appropriated in the service of meaningful life projects. Maybe we are poorer if we follow Rorty in thinking of responses to suffering in only the terms of its elimination.

The more immediate difficulty to this modification of Rorty’s thought, however, is that his conception of freedom is a negative one: we must work to eliminate restraints and restrictions and pains. Only rarely does he suggest that suffering can be alleviated preemptively, through the implementation of additional social programs.61 Further, he ignores ways in which lives could be made substantially better instead of only less full of suffering. The aim is to get all people to a baseline of freedom from suffering but not intentionally to exceed this by demanding that all people have access to education, healthcare, or the like. This expression of freedom is very much in line with the 1980s American context in which Rorty formulated this point, though it may need to be challenged or refined for the sake of applicability in the contemporary culture.

I conclude this chapter by noting one last similarity between Sellars and Rorty that should be useful for leading into the next chapter. As I explored in the first chapter, Sellars was unable to find an argument for the reality of a moral community of all reasoners. And yet he was convinced that such an argument was necessary to support non-local moral judgments. Rorty has dismantled solidarity, or the bonds of community, to largely only the bonds of fellow-feeling between people who are local to one another. On his view, when one attempts to speak of or to reason in terms of human solidarity in general, one returns to Kantian ahistorical philosophy. It is not the sort of claim we should make, since it does no work for us. And yet, Rorty suggests that we should work toward rather than accept as antecedent a more-universalized sense of human solidarity. For this, we must undertake a bit-by-bit building up of what it is to be part of us, or one of us:


it is … the ability to see more and more traditional differences (of tribe, religion, race, customs, and the like) as unimportant when compared with similarities with the respect to pain and humiliation. [It is] the ability to think of people wildly different from ourselves as included in the range of ‘us’.62



Human solidarity is made rather than found. We must hope that we can find ways to create the conditions necessary to make it a reality. Both Sellars and Rorty, then, recognize that at present we are unable to find the universal moral community. It is only through more work—logical for Sellars, empathetic for Rorty—that we may be able to find or make such a community for ourselves.
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4 On the Prospects of Redescribing Rorty Roycely

While working through the last chapter, some readers might have been left with a feeling of unease and frustration: the answers Rorty gave to standard critiques may have felt unsatisfyingly incomplete. Though I indicated and developed ways in which Rorty’s use of Sellarsian themes amounts in some ways to an advance on the abstract formalism of Sellars’s account, these changes came at a cost. Without the Sellarsian endeavor to find more validity for our moral claims beyond reasonableness to a narrowly-delimited community, what Rorty gives us may seem unfortunately limited. At worst, Rortian moral commitment can appear arbitrary, the result of only one’s cultural situation or personal prejudices. If moral commitment winds up unmasked in this way, then it is perhaps insufficient to guide action. Through his refusal to give a compelling answer to the problem of moral justification, Rorty may have also made impossible an answer to the problem of moral motivation. Accusations like these hounded Rorty throughout his career, and the responses he offered to defuse them rarely satisfied critics. It is unlikely that what I offer in this chapter will do much better, though it should provide a different perspective on Rorty’s thought. For while Rorty usually took himself to be following the pragmatist John Dewey on matters of ethics, broadly speaking, driving home the ways in which Rorty’s project was also consonant with that of Royce can serve to highlight valuable elements that are sometimes missed. Thus, toward this chapter’s end, I intend to engage in a basically Rortian project by pointing to the possibilities of “redescribing Rorty Roycely.”

* * *

Challenges to Bringing Together Royce and Rorty

This effort is not without its pitfalls. The first, and most obvious, difficulty is that Rorty himself generally did not think much of the merits of Royce’s philosophy. Though he admits to being an “admirer” of Royce, this appreciation seems limited to Royce’s pedagogical value in displaying for students the wonders of “metaphysical system-building” and a systematic defense of absolute idealism.1 In large measure, he saw or at least treated Royce as consumed by many of the same philosophical demons and excesses that Rorty sought to exorcise from academic philosophy. In Rorty’s words, Royce “thought that Hegel’s replacement of transcendental idealism with absolute idealism had shown that philosophy could give us knowledge of that nature [‘the true nature of reality’].”2 More often than not, for Rorty, Royce showed up in basically this guise: Hegelian absolutism in American English, standing as exemplary of all of the failures Dewey and the other pragmatists eventually overcame.3 In fact, in the lecture notes for one of Rorty’s classes on Hegel, he repeatedly quoted from Royce to exemplify the “bad Hegel,” the one who “thinks that a System can right now encompass everything there is to be encompassed.”4

Much of Rorty’s criticism of Royce is roughly analogous to the prevailing understanding of Royce that I attempted to undermine in this text’s second chapter. This view is the pervasive and largely inaccurate sense that Royce worked always and only as a logicistic system-builder. Earlier, I presented a Royce who treated community and loyalty both formally as well as experientially. This fourth chapter will continue the project of presenting Royce in a more positive and useful light that directly challenges Rorty’s narrow, systematic characterization.

It is unclear how fully familiar Rorty was with Royce’s work, though there are reasons to believe his reading was less than complete (most notably a paucity of relevant quotations in his occasional discussions and mentions of Royce). Part of this lack may be attributable to Royce’s sometimes-tenuous connection with the tradition of American pragmatism, the intellectual framework to which Rorty claimed he was most fully indebted. Though Royce termed himself an “Absolute Pragmatist” and was glad to note his appreciation of Peirce’s work, most scholarly tellings of the tradition treat Royce as primarily an argumentative foil to James. Rarely is the productive interplay between Peirce and Royce given sufficient attention, nor are Royce’s own attempts to tie in his work with that of the other pragmatists.5 So while Rorty took up elements of Dewey’s instrumentalism,6 adopted James’s romanticism wholesale,7 and struggled fruitlessly with Peirce’s logic,8 Royce consistently received short shrift. Rorty’s collected syllabuses show engagement with The Spirit of Modern Philosophy and The Conception of God, but later texts central to my interpretation (especially The Problem of Christianity) are absent. Unsurprisingly, then, we should not look to Rorty for help in our interpretations of Royce. His limited awareness may also mean that Rorty was not in a position to judge whether Royce’s vocabulary and insights would have been helpful for bolstering and expressing his philosophical claims and positions. He simply did not have a robust enough acquaintance with Royce’s thought to see subtleties that could motivate a variety of interpretations. While Rorty eventually found himself using Royce’s language of loyalty, he did so without explicit reference to or acknowledgement of this earlier thinker.

The second difficulty with bringing together Royce and Rorty is that I am not the first to attempt such a conversation. Prior efforts, however, have reached frustrating conclusions, claiming the admixture largely fails (usually due to defects in Rorty’s position). Kegley, for instance, considers Rorty’s theory of community shallow and insufficiently attentive to the ways in which genuine individuals and genuine communities influence and develop one another.9 She diagnoses this outcome as the result of Rorty’s argumentative method: bold dichotomies give rise to useless positions, such as thinking of human selves as either exclusively individualistic or wholly communal. She concludes that when compared against Royce’s fuller ideas of selfhood, Rorty gave us only narcissism and individualism, politically fruitless conceptions of the self that serve only to allow us unbridled creativity and vacuous self-congratulation. In his response to the essay, Rorty says that on the whole Kegley misunderstood him, summarizing her presentation of his ideas thus:


‘Rorty’s self’ is a thoughtless and unreflective narcissist…, self-centered but too dumb to realize that “the self develops its life plan within a given social context.” This stupid narcissist is also oddly bookish: the only way she learns that other people are being humiliated is by reading books. She never grasps that this might also be learnt by “placing oneself in relationship and community with others.”10



Nevertheless, there is something right about Kegley’s accusations: in many cases, Rorty’s prime argumentative moves are illicitly dichotomous, and if a reader were to focus exclusively on Rorty’s arguments in CIS, one could easily get the sense that he supported self-involved self-creation restrained or insulated from public activity, all of which is spurred only by the books one reads. I take it, however, that the methods and motivations for personal change found in CIS were for Rorty only autobiographical examples rather than more generally applicable conclusions. Rorty himself was moved to action (or at least to contemplation) by the books he read rather than the people he met. For him, the mark of an intellectual is one who reads endlessly, in the process becoming conversant across multiple traditions. But not all ironists are intellectuals. Texts other than CIS show that Rorty frequently pointed beyond narrow bookishness. Some of these will be discussed later in this chapter.

Another attempt at bringing together Royce and Rorty, this carried out by Wojciech Małecki, aimed to “show some parallels and differences between the conceptions of loyalty advocated by both these authors”11 but ultimately concluded, “the differences between Rorty’s and Royce’s conceptions of loyalty completely trump the pertinent similarities.”12 There is a sense in which this conflict is not unexpected. On straightforward readings of the two thinkers, tensions abound: Royce approached philosophical work with utmost seriousness, while Rorty was comfortably insouciant at every turn. Royce saw himself as in some ways happily descendent of Kant; Rorty did his level best to deny or otherwise shrug off this inheritance at every turn. And so on. Małecki identifies at least four ways in which Rorty and Royce disagree about moral philosophy. If these disagreements hold, they set a substantial obstacle for bringing these thinkers into deeper conversation. One of this chapter’s tasks will be to engage with, to evaluate, and then to soften these four disagreements.

* * *

Rorty on the Idea of Loyalty

Before turning to the challenges of reading Royce and Rorty together on loyalty, however, I would like to make clear how Rorty first brings the concept of loyalty into his philosophical outlook. By CIS’s last pages, published in 1989, Rorty had spoken only of solidarity, which was clearly characterized by local moral communities, those that are made up of people able to think of themselves as “one of us.” In this period of Rorty’s work, exemplary moral communities included those found in neighborhoods and sports clubs. And, as discussed last chapter, this anti-universalist claim exposed him to much philosophical derision and accusations of insoluble relativism.

Less than a decade later, however, Rorty gave a presentation at a conference on “The Self, the Other and Community” at the Institute of Philosophy of Katholieke Universiteit Leuven. The resulting published essay, initially called “Justice as Largest Loyalty,”13 was “Justice as a Larger Loyalty.”14 Given Rorty’s earlier conception of local moral communities, this later piece’s argument is unexpected and requires careful exploration. It begins by sketching Rorty’s ordinary thought that the bonds of community are strongest when they are drawn most closely, to one’s family and neighbors. Then, however, it admits that the primacy of limited moral communities is questionable when faced by difficult situations, such as a case in which protecting a family member will gravely harm a stranger. This tension is ordinarily understood as the clash between loyalty and justice. Our local allegiances are challenged by a potentially universal value.

But such a universal value would be an odd fit for the Rortian account, so he ingeniously recasts the conflict between justice and loyalty not as one between a local loyalty and a universal value but instead as one between competing loyalties. Insofar as a person feels obliged to act to benefit (or at least not to harm) a stranger, one is claiming him or her as morally considerable, as “one of us.” But this is an unusual claim from Rorty: the stranger is clearly one with whom a person does not have significant acquaintance and easy sentimental attachment. And yet, through imaginative work, one can find oneself identifying with, or at least worrying about, the ways in which a faraway person will be harmed by some choice of actions. Rorty puts this idea so: “could we replace the notion of ‘justice’ with that of loyalty to that group—for example, one’s fellow-citizens, or the human species, or all living things?”15 And his answer is undeniably “yes”—after all, keeping the traditional philosophical understanding of the language of ‘justice’ would reintroduce the Kantian framework Rorty had been hard at work to avoid. In its place, he offers a loyalty, but this loyalty is to a non-local moral community.

With this argumentative move, Rorty’s adherents might worry he had engaged in just the same kind of abstractionism he had diagnosed of Kant and other rationalist thinkers. After all, the non-local moral community to which Rorty in JLL thinks we have allegiance is, ultimately, the human species. And what could be more abstract than that?

Moments like these seem to me to be ones when Rorty is in fact open to criticisms similar to those he consistently launched against more universalistic thinkers. At times, he introduces communities which are not present in any possible experience: “we humans” and “we Americans” are two fine examples. There are few commonalities to be found in all members of these communities, except for nominal allegiance, narrative commitment, or some biological feature. We only ever interact with small portions of these communities—our families and friends, not all humans or even all Americans. Miklós Nyíro helpfully summarizes why this is, for Rorty, a problem: Rortian morality “is an issue of our ‘we’-intention, as Wilfrid Sellars has put it, where this ‘we’ is always an empirical community, in contrast to the ideal notion of humanity in general.”16 Insofar as we never find ‘we humans’ in general, it cannot function as an empirical community.

I think Rorty does have resources to alleviate this concern, though it requires a reconstruction of his view. It was a mistake for him to speak of justice as loyalty to the human species in general. Rather, we have loyalty toward other human individuals in particular. We are able to treat them as “one of us” only insofar as we become aware of them and, more importantly, of their actual and possible suffering. We are well aware that the Earth is populated by many people other than ourselves, and yet it is easy for us to forget or to ignore their role in our lives. Generally speaking, we attend to the people who make our electronics and clothes, most frequently Asians, only when a disturbing story shows up in the popular media.17 Then we see their shoddy working conditions or that management has installed safety-nets to keep workers from killing themselves in protest, and for the briefest moment we manage to move to identification with them: the faces on the television are not only representatives of abstract humanity but rather concrete people just like us. They feel, they want, they suffer. These are specific individuals who, in our best moments, we attempt to include in our ‘we’. And so it is not the human species itself to which we have loyalty in those moments we previously called justice. Rather, when we attempt to act for justice, we find ourselves striving to be loyal to the faraway but still individual people who will be impacted by the choices we are planning to make.

If this answer is not satisfying, then another way to address the concern of apparent universalism is to note, again with Rorty, that we sometimes find ourselves acting for the benefit of non-present communities, such as future generations of people. When considering how to revivify the American left, Rorty writes of “achieving our country”—this title implies that his intended political object is not yet fully existent. Communities sometimes motivate by being imagined to be other than they are currently. Voparil explains:


There is no question that Rorty’s use of ‘we liberals’ or ‘we Deweyans’ is not empirically warranted. But that is beside the point. If we see this as an effort to arouse and inspirit—even if it does so by rankling—it makes more sense.18



Rortian moral communities can be actual and present as well as hoped-for and inspirational. In either case, what matters is that they retain enough specificity to engender sympathy among particular members.

In JLL, Rorty implies that faraway humans are the ideal limit case for such a community. He does not hold this commitment on the Kantian grounds that we all do or should reason in the same way and to the same conclusions. Instead, he suggests that we are all open to the processes of attestation and justification. We are able to listen to and then to understand one another’s reasons for disagreement, despite our many differences.

If we are to have increasingly large communities, we must have some elements in common that carry across our differences. Rationality, read as being open to justification and attestation, is one such possible commonality. This criterion, and this understanding of what rationality means, is more tolerable to Rorty’s anti-abstractionism because it does not require introducing a strong distinction between rationality and sentimentality, against which he has argued in various places.19 Indeed, in JLL, he attempts to retain a softened version of rationality:


the only notion of rationality we need, at least in moral and social philosophy, is that of a situation in which people [say] … ‘your own central beliefs, the ones which are central to your own moral identity, suggest that you should agree to our proposal’.20



This conception of rationality is not carried out on neutral terms but instead on the audience’s view of reasons. It is inclusive and invites listeners to consider how they may be one of us rather than our insisting antecedently on what seems to us to be our obvious commonality. Of course this view of rationality undermines any claim to certainty that adopting some set of proposals will lead to unity: Rorty realizes building increasingly large communities will always be a tenuous affair. And so the replacement notion of ‘larger loyalty’ for ‘justice’ will likewise be uncertain, sketchy, and deeply unsatisfying for people looking for a transcendent ideal that promises salvation. In fact, though Rorty raises many problematic conflicts between narrow and broad loyalties in his essay, he offers a solution for none. The tragic conflict between justice and loyalty may well be a permanent feature of our moral thinking and experience.

Now that we have seen how Rorty comes to speak of loyalty, we are in a place to ask in what loyalty consisted for him. In particular, we must see if it can be distinguished from the solidarity of CIS.

Unfortunately, Rorty offers nowhere near a full analysis of loyalty. The two examples of loyal behavior with which he begins JLL both concern favoring one’s family over the state. He remarks that we expect our family to hide us from the police, and we willingly give false alibis to protect our children. In his reply to Kegley, he puts forward the concerns of a hypothetical “somebody raised in the bosom of the Mafia” and then asks how we can possibly tell them not to side with their family.21 Kegley, following Royce, had invoked loyalty to loyalty as a deciding criterion, but as will be discussed shortly, Rorty thought this decision criterion insufficient.

The closest Rorty ever came to giving a general account of loyalty is when he wrote that “to believe that someone is ‘one of us’, a member of our moral community, is to exhibit readiness to come to their assistance when they are in need.”22 The first thing to highlight, which Voparil has noted but not elaborated upon, is that this statement of loyalty goes beyond liberalism’s standard assumptions. Not all instances of aiding in cases of need come about because we see others as “one of us,” and yet some of them are. Such willingness slightly opens the door to a conception of positive freedom, assuming one understands “in need” as a significantly broader situation than merely “being oppressed” or “having one’s freedom limited.” It also indicates that Rorty may have occasionally embraced communitarian ideals: readiness to come to others’ assistance at their need rather than their request is well beyond liberalism’s default stance of leaving others alone.

Nevertheless, Rorty’s statement is clearly more than a little thin, especially when compared with Royce’s robust conception of loyalty. But Rorty’s account does have one attractive feature: in its refusal of specificity, it admits that a situation’s contextual features are essential to determining loyal action. Loyalty, then, is much more about one’s attitude toward the object of one’s loyalty—the moral community or one’s moral fellows—than about the specific behavior one carries out. In this respect, Rorty’s account allows one to see fully that loyalty can be both ambivalent and tragic: there is no antecedent specification of community membership that would guarantee behavior to be universally correct.

By this, I mean that Rorty’s account of loyalty, and morality more generally, has in it elements of pessimism. In most of his work, he insisted on maintaining a spirit of Deweyan meliorism—what he regularly called “ungrounded social hope.” This is the belief, mentioned in the last chapter, that we will someday find ourselves in a universal moral community, provided that we continue to work toward it. While Rorty retains such universalism as a useful or worthwhile ideal, he is less than sanguine that it might ever come to be. In JLL, he notes that he has no clear sense of how to resolve conflicts between loyalties: protecting both one’s family and faraway strangers are clearly demanded of us, even though achieving the two outcomes simultaneously is in fact impossible. There is no rubric which solves this problem. Contrast this with the work of Martha Nussbaum, Rorty’s frequent critic, whose eager cosmopolitanism refuses to engage fully with the tragedies of conflicting loyalties.23 So while Rorty comes off as an ethnocentrist trying to build up from his local situation, there is a sense in which his position is held honestly. Conflicts of loyalties are never able to be resolved without tension, doubt, and tragedy.

In CIS, Rorty did not indicate whether there could be “conflicts of solidarity.” His framework there approached moral judgment in terms of the intentions and commitments of a limited linguistic group. Though the text explored tensions between an individual’s novel self-conception and a community’s normative framework, little was said about how communities might conflict with one another. Even less was said about how an individual might find him or herself beholden to multiple communities that each held conflicting intentions. Voparil summarizes the problem: “he refers to this moral community in the terms of this vague ‘we’ without ever taking up the complications and divisions surrounding different actual groups, communities, ethnicities, etc.”24 Though Rorty intended in CIS to be addressing communities on less abstract terms than had modernist thinkers, he nonetheless wound up moving to a less clearly-delimited but still abstract ‘we’. A small part of this difficulty is addressed in the shift between the accounts of community presented in CIS and JLL. In the latter, Rorty recognizes further that larger groups play key roles in determining moral action. In so doing, he admits that people find themselves committed to a variety of groups that are rarely coextensive. The interplay between and prioritization of these groups, to which we may feel deep commitment and even ready willingness to orient our lives (that is, loyalty), will not be easily resolved.

* * *

Four Challenges to Reading Royce and Rorty Together

Now that we have seen where loyalty comes in and how it functions in Rorty’s thought, we are now in a place to return to Małecki. What he offers is a brief listing of four tensions between Royce and Rorty on the meaning and function of loyalty. Examining them will provide an opportunity to think further about what loyalty meant to Rorty. Małecki suggests these differences are too great to allow for a useful admixture of Royce and Rorty. I disagree.

Małecki’s first concern is that


even though Royce tirelessly reiterates throughout his writings that loyalty engages the whole human self, including reason, emotions, human sensuality, and all sorts of bodily mechanisms, he nevertheless stipulates that in the case of ‘true loyalty’ it is rationality which controls all those other elements.25



Małecki then goes on to offer a catalog of quotations in which Royce, sounding downright Kantian, consistently claims that the rational self is completely in control in these matters. For Rorty, as we have already explored, rationality is an “empty compliment”26 we pay to ourselves and to our beliefs. It comforts us to promote our ways of interpreting the world from those of one local perspective into instead the way an ideal or ahistorical reasoner might do so. If this critique is right, then Rorty the irrationalist cannot make sense of Royce’s talk of the guiding role of rationality, and their accounts of loyalty are irreconcilable.

Małecki is correct that Royce regularly used the language of rationality to explain how we reconcile conflicts of loyalty. “True loyalty”—that to the cause of loyalty itself—requires one to set aside or to go beyond one’s usually narrow sentimental allegiances. In later life, however, Royce admitted fully that even with careful reasoning some conflicts could not be easily resolved. In these, one must default to whatever loyalty was held first or is now more central to one’s self-conception. Moments such as these require one to choose without necessarily being able to offer a clear, rational rubric for doing so.27 In fact, Royce claims that some decisions about conflicts of loyalty will be made “from ignorance”—in this admission, he recognizes that cause-selection is not always a clearly rational affair.

But of course Rorty was not an irrationalist in the entirely problematic sense normally indicated by that term. He did not reject all conceptions of rationality, only those that allowed one to think or to claim that he or she had grasped the mind of God or fully transcended the contingencies of his or her situation. Rorty’s critique was meant to bring into question the type of ahistorical rationality advocated by modernist thinkers, many epistemological foundationalists, and most of those writers who considered Rorty philosophically dangerous. It does not necessarily dismiss all elements of the theory of rationality that Royce advocated. On my reading, which accords with that offered by Brandom and most other interpreters, Rorty did not junk all forms of rationality; rather, he attempted to offer a de-divinized and historicist account of reasoning that cast off all absolutist ambitions.

Reasoning, for Rorty, is not something that helps us to stand outside or above where we are, giving us a global view of our current moment from the angle of impartial universality. Instead, it helps us to be even more immersed in, aware of, and accountable to the particulars of the context in which we find ourselves. No longer should we think of ourselves as in thrall to and consistently failing the dictates of a mighty yet impersonal force called “Reason.” In its place, we should think of ourselves as speaking with and justifying ourselves to other people. Brandom notes,


Rorty often consoled himself after attacks on his intellectual character forwarded by those who saw in such a view a dangerous irrationalism … with the thought of those philosophes the first time around [i.e. in the European Enlightenment] who were confidently condemned as immoralists on the grounds that they maintained that matter contained its own principles of motion.28



The thought here is that as more thinkers ally themselves with Rorty’s understanding of reasoning, critiques like these will fall to the wayside. They will seem antiquated, the product of a period before people stopped thinking of themselves as beholden to a replacement for the gods.

The particulars of this Rortian account of reasoning have been worked out in Brandom’s own writings. While Brandom narrowly circumscribes his topic to focus on the discursive in the idiom of contemporary philosophy of language, the centerpiece of his ongoing project is an account of reasoning together, in a shared linguistic community. Throughout Making It Explicit, he develops a detailed incompatibility semantics exemplified by the implications and incompatibilities of claims made by people to one another. When we make and acknowledge claims to one another, we do so on the basis of expected outcomes given our interlocutor’s previously-expressed commitments. Insofar as Rorty is on board with this project, as seems clear from his repeated statements of agreement with much of what Brandom had produced, then we see he has a way to join with Royce in claiming that in the determination of the causes to which we should be loyal, rationality plays a significant role. Both thinkers understand this idea to mean, at least in part, that we should try to find ways to justify ourselves to one another, to reason together. Rorty is clearly not an irrationalist.

A second tension between Royce and Rorty that Małecki identifies is that while Royce had universalistic ambition, Rorty did not. It is correct that Royce’s “Beloved Community” stands as the ideal but not realized community toward which he encouraged us to aim. This grouping would be that community of all beings who engage in loyal behavior, all of those who serve their causes fully. They are those individuals who are “loyal to loyalty, truth, and reality itself.”29 This community ideally has a universal scope, though it thus far remains incomplete and as such continues to be unrealized.

As has been repeatedly emphasized throughout this work, in CIS and all of his epistemic writings, Rorty shows himself to be anti-universalistic. But then, in JLL, he points in the direction of universalism by taking seriously the needs of distant strangers, especially those who might be harmed by one’s action. And then, near his life’s end, Rorty averred an explicit universalistic ideal: “My sense of the holy, insofar as I have one, is bound up with the hope that someday, any millennium now, my remote descendants will live in a global civilization in which love is pretty much the only law.”30 Critics may want to read this statement ironically. Rorty’s “any millennium now” invokes playful distance from the proposal, as does his follow-up: “I have no idea how such a society could come about. It is, one might say, a mystery.”31 This sort of mystery, though, is a return to the earlier-mentioned ‘ungrounded hope’—there is no clear reason to think that such a loving community would be imminent, but if people work together, there may be a possibility for its development and realization. Even in CIS, there is a vague hint of such a hope: his stated aim is that we come to “think of people wildly different from ourselves as included in the range of ‘us’.”32 Unless we stipulate that every ‘we’ necessitates a problematically excluded ‘they’, which I do not, then moral progress comes down to finding more ways to connect more people. The limit case would be all people together, though built up from recognition of commonalities rather than assumed a priori.

But how far can this process of building commonality go? Rorty’s earlier-mentioned, posthumously-published lecture raises an unexpected possibility. The talk ends with some of his usual thoughts on the role of community-consciousness in moral judgment. Strangely, however, Rorty locates his inspiration for this idea not with Sellars but instead with an unusual source:


For those who adopt the utilitarian ideal of maximizing happiness [as Rorty does], moral progress consists in enlarging the range of whose desires are taken into account. It is a matter of what the contemporary American philosopher Peter Singer calls ‘enlarging the “we” ’, enlarging the number of people whom we think of as ‘one of us’.



Rorty’s direct reference to Singer in this way is not only unexpected, but if it is sincere, it also makes Rorty’s we-account far more complicated than it was previously. Singer has consistently argued against limiting our ‘we’ at the bounds of humans; this is problematic speciesism, which imagines humanity to be a non-animal, or human suffering to be uniquely problematic. If Rorty is actually accepting that conclusion, then suddenly a commonality such as having the ability to suffer, rather than an ability to justify positions to one another, is what binds together all morally considerable beings. (I note, of course, that this statement was made in a public lecture, and Singer’s name is far more widely known than Sellars’s. It may be the case that Rorty was name-dropping a familiar figure rather than signaling a shift in his thought.) Regardless, my sense is that for all his professions against universalism, Rorty’s moral thinking did retain just such an ideal, distant though it may be, that of all humanity even if not of all sufferers.

But Małecki brings forth a third concern: while Royce encouraged us to go beyond our loyalties in order ultimately to be “loyal to loyalty,” Rorty would find this attitude toward a transcendent virtue or principle intolerable. Of all the worries Małecki raises, this one sticks most fully. As I discussed in the second chapter, Royce invokes loyalty to loyalty as a criterion for deciding between conflicting loyalties. When two or more causes that one serves are not all able to be realized or worked toward simultaneously, then one should continue the service of the one which most fully promotes loyal behavior in oneself and others.

Rorty’s problem with enacting loyalty to loyalty is not only in his recognizing its status as a putatively ahistorical value. In his LLP response to Kegley, he takes up loyalty to loyalty directly: “I have never been able to figure out what [Royce’s] notion of ‘loyalty to loyalty’ came to in practice. In particular, I cannot see what use the principle of being loyal to loyalty could possibly be to people with divided loyalties.”33 Kegley had criticized Rorty for not clearly distinguishing between good and bad communities, the latter of which are those which rely on “a loyalty that is ultimately anti-community.”34 Royce’s examples of these kinds of communities had included robbers and pirates. And yes, Rorty admits, we do find these communities unworthy of loyalty. “But,” he asks, “what criterion should somebody raised in the bosom of the Mafia use when deciding whether to rat out her friends and relatives?”35 This line of attack, most often paraphrased as “What do we say to the Nazis?” hounded Rorty throughout his career. On his view, there’s little useful to be said to them, little that would definitely show them the errors of their way and bring them back into community with the rest of us.

Our sense of what loyal behavior entails and what causes rightly demand our loyalties will always be made within the contingencies of the contexts within which we find ourselves. In the long run, we may be able to make retrospective judgments about which loyalties were deleterious and which were heroic, but these kinds of conclusions are far more difficult to determine in the present. Moreover, even in the light of history, causes that may seem loyal (“spreading Christian values”) can also, simultaneously, be understood to be a disaster (“cultural imperialism”). Judgments of this sort are always laden by contingently-held values. While it is tempting to think that we might be able to discover once and for all which causes really do make the world more loyal and decent, it is often not possible to do so.

My sense, then, is that while Rorty dismissed the usefulness of loyalty to loyalty, he would have agreed with Royce that when choices must eventually be made among loyalties, these decisions will be made in terms of earlier- or more fervently-held convictions. I suspect further that both Royce and Rorty would think that loyalties must be tested and tried out, in a process of on-the-ground experimentalism, especially in cases of conflict. Such inquiring behavior is a way of being loyal to one’s own loyalties, as well as to oneself.

Małecki’s final tension between Rorty and Royce is the status of the distinction between public and private. Long a hallmark of the liberalism Rorty found dear, his work in CIS had insisted on its preservation. Royce, on the other hand, saw the two realms as coextensive. Selves and communities are so fully interpenetrated that they cannot reasonably be held apart. Auxier has expressed this relation in terms of present selves interpreting past selves to future selves, but it can also be noted more mundanely by recognizing that any activity in the private sphere impacts and remains with the person who returns to the public sphere. There is simply more interplay than the liberal stereotype insists.

There is reason to think the Rorty of CIS overstated his position, or at least that it would eventually be downplayed. In later years, Rorty spelled out more fully what he had intended by so forcefully invoking a division between public and private. For example, in the preface to the published edition of his 1996 Ferrater Mora Lectures at the University of Girona, he wrote


Desde que sugerí la necesidad de diferenciar lo que es privado de lo que es público (en Contingencia, ironí, y solidaridad), se me ha acusado de querer meter a cada uno de estos ámbitos en compartimentos herméticamente separados. Pero yo no deseo tal cosa. La utilidad para el discurso público de los últimos tiempos de algunos hitos imaginativos desvinculados de toda norma social es innegable…. [Sin,] [n]uestras vidas serían menos variadas, y las formas de felicidad para las cuales podemos luchar, mucho más pobres. Pero esto no implica que debamos arreglar nuestras instituciones públicas de acuerdo con la búsqueda de la grandeza o la sublimidad.36

(Since I initially broached this suggestion of the need to split the private from the public (in my Contingency, Irony and Solidarity) I have been criticized for trying to put the two in water-tight compartments. I have no wish to do that. The utility of imaginative feats, bound by no social norms, for the public discourse of later ages is undeniable…. [Without,] our lives would be far less varied, and the forms of happiness for which we are able to strive would be much poorer. But this does not mean that we should arrange our public institutions to suit the quest for greatness or for sublimity.)37



Or consider similar statements from his posthumously-published LLP Intellectual Autobiography:


Because of my insistence on a public-private distinction, I have often been accused of ignoring the feminist slogan that “the personal is the political.” … I was not trying to define limits on state power, but rather to say what, in the long run, states are good for…. Nor did the views expressed in Contingency entail the absurd claim that politics and art, the pursuit of justice and the pursuit of idiosyncratic bliss, have, or should have, no effects upon one another. My point was not that there is a barrier, but there is often irrelevance.38



I take both of these long quotations to soften the consistent charge against Rorty that the public and private must be held apart as fully as possible. The first quotation puts forward Rorty’s normal sense that too much emphasis on the public sphere can limit private novelty. If Galileo and Einstein had been more concerned to contribute to the good of their local political communities, perhaps by running for public office, then they would not have spent so much time obsessively doing their private work of science instead. Rorty may be wrong about this understanding of public and private action, of course. The Peircean read on communities would tell us that as these scientists disregarded their local communities, they were still working for the good of one of the larger communities, that of inquiry. Regardless of whether we want to accept the Peircean understanding of communities of inquiry, Rorty is still right that we are all glad these geniuses moved away from the assumed, public work of their limited historical situation.

The second long quotation is even more provocative. I take it to mean that Rorty thinks one’s time spent on private pursuits is on the whole unimportant when engaging with the public sphere. One can sniff orchids and still work for justice. Many private pursuits are like these. Likewise, the state can do its work of promoting happy and productive citizens without policing many of the intricacies of how they live their lives. But it is not the case that all private or public activities are irrelevant to one another. Clearly if one is lonely, hopeless, and scared in one’s private life, then one may be less eager to act for others’ benefit in their public life.

These two quotations need to be seen as opposite sides of one another. We do want people to be novel and interesting, because these sorts of novel people are the only mechanism by which progress is to occur. And yet, it is possible to have interesting and valuable public and private lives that do not trample over one another. Few people will call for the government’s complete domination of people’s private lives. Few people will attempt to burrow wholly into isolated privacy. In those rare cases where there is a danger of one mode of life trumping the other, Rorty suggests we should default to a narrow public liberalism that allows novelty still to occur. He does recognize that the two spheres interplay and influence one another; the point, though, is that in many cases there is no reason to think that they should significantly impact each other.

* * *

A Preemptive Response to Critics

In trying to find ways to soften Małecki’s four tensions between Royce and Rorty on loyalty, I admit that I focused special attention on particular elements of each thinker’s thought to the exclusion of others. To scholars of these two thinkers, such a slanted reading may seem at best meretricious and at worst disastrous. It is possible that some readers will hold that what I have been presenting here simply should not count as useful history of philosophy. Preemptively, I have four responses to this concern, one of which is Roycean, one of which is Rortian, and two of which are my own.

First, Royce tells us in the Preface to The Spirit of Modern Philosophy that a historically-informed, synthetic spirit is the best one for doing philosophical work:


Our common dependence on the history of thought for all our reflective undertakings is unquestionable…. Mere eclecticism in philosophy is of course worthless. But to condemn the past, as full of error and delusion, and then to set forth what we imagine to be our own fundamentally significant and wholly new methods in philosophy, is a procedure that in general can have but one ending.39



From this statement, it is clear that we must dig into past philosophical work both to see what has been argued previously as well as how it might bolster the claims we make today. Engaging with the history of thought is always a selective enterprise. So even if we must set aside some portion of Roycean thought to make way for Rortian reappropriation, it is still a useful enterprise.

Second, Rorty spent much of his philosophical efforts reappropriating thinkers and their writings in ways with which they were or would be uncomfortable. It seems fair play to do the same with his works, to read Rorty with as much of a spirit of freedom as Rorty capriciously read others. I do not think that much of what I have argued and will argue in the following pages would go against his hopes and intentions, despite the work necessary to show possible consonances.

Third, as I have argued at length elsewhere, when we take up the works of other thinkers, especially those deceased, we should not consider ourselves limited to constructing and working within a doctrinaire, scholastic rendering of “what they really meant.”40 Such black-letter efforts may be useful for putting together accounts that challenge us, but when we come to believe that their commitments cannot be ours, then it is time to move beyond them.

Fourth, and most importantly, if we wish to bring disparate thinkers into conversation, we will occasionally have to finesse their interactions. Sometimes this is necessary due to differences in philosophical vocabularies and concerns; ways of speaking in vogue at one period will seem bizarre at another. Other times this is because there really are striking incompatibilities between two positions. One may respond to these points of difference either by giving up on putting the two into conversation or by working to encourage argumentative looseness, to soften, or to ignore the differences in order to see what comes from their possible admixture. I choose the latter course.

* * *

Why Rorty Needs Royce

Despite this admission, and in light of the above difficulties in reconciling a “straightline” reading of Royce and Rorty, a reader may wonder why we should bother bringing the two of them into conversation at all. Part of my answer to this is that they shared both concerns and a vocabulary, so the connection is obvious.

More importantly, though, is that despite Rorty’s tremendous readership and influence, his political thought seems at base tepid and useless. Richard Bernstein was one of the first to make this critique directly. Writing in response to CIS, he repeatedly notes just how bland and disconnected Rorty’s political thought is. He writes, strikingly, that the “ironist may in fact think that some beliefs are ‘worth dying for’, but she has nothing to say about why her beliefs are worth dying for rather than the strongly held beliefs of the fanatic or the fundamentalist.”41 While this statement is something of an overstatement—it is not that the ironist has nothing to say, only that she does not expect to convince people who do not share the majority of her outlook—there is a kernel of truth to it. Bernstein rightly remarks that the only way Rorty’s proposed liberal democracy gets off the ground is if people are open to being convinced that they should take up commitments and projects other than those they currently hold. In the earlier stages of Rorty’s thinking on community, this point is rarely appreciated: the ironist could not possibly justify herself, and so it seems she should not bother to try. This is another instance of the worst of Rorty’s dichotomous, black-and-white thinking.

Even more damning is Bernstein’s claim that for all of Rorty’s talk of the necessity of doing politics and the danger of abstractionism, he rarely moves beyond far-away political abstractions. He tells us to abolish cruelty without telling us how we might do that. He advocates a return to class politics without a sense of what that might mean. Even his few attempts at policy proposals, usually found in the New York Times op-ed pages, were seen by commentators as elitist and politically naïve. Moreover, given Rorty’s commitment to the political necessity of redescription, it is hard to see what should constrain our political redescriptions: most moments of cruelty can be redescribed in service of illiberal causes. And so, in Bernstein’s words, “politics, especially liberal politics, must confront the question of what should be done to deal with serious conflicts about [what counts as] cruelty and humiliation.” And yet, “Rorty’s politics seems to be one in which there is no public space—the space in which human beings come together to debate and argue with one another.”42 Rorty’s conception of vocabularies as a limitation, in the extreme case making impossible both interlinguistic and intercultural communication, discourages offering and receiving challenges to one’s current linguistic framework.

So much of this concern comes down to the most frequent critique made against Rorty. Because he took the linguistic turn, accepting Sellars’s early conclusion that “all awareness … is a linguistic affair,”43 without then grappling with Sellars’s later efforts to limit this claim, Rorty was primarily concerned with redescription, finding new and innovative ways of using language and talking about ourselves and others. Of course these kinds of efforts are sometimes important. In the 1970s, homosexuals reclaimed the words “gay” and “queer,” shifting derogatory language to their own benefit. We are well served in marriage equality efforts as we find ways to stop accepting the distinction between “marriage” and “gay marriage.” Refusing to see or to qualify the difference between these two institutions is one step toward erasing their distinction. But sometimes words are not enough.

Rorty himself likely recognized this limitation. In Achieving Our Country, he gives a history of American leftism and then struggles to understand why the contemporary left seems so vacuous and inefficacious compared to similar movements of yesteryear. The central difficulty he identifies is that whereas the earlier left was interested in boots-on-the-ground political action, more recent movements have instead limited themselves to narrow cultural battles, including about how we talk. His central worry is that contemporary leftists, on the whole, “do not want to take charge of the government, only of the English department.”44 In the left of his period, there arose a drive to insularity, to abstraction, and to a refusal to engage with what happened beyond the pages of the Times. Rorty himself was part of this problem, but he had the advantage of realizing it was a problem. In his life’s late, retrospective years, he put out a series of interviews and essays in which he presciently diagnosed that the twenty-first century’s prime troubles would be economic,45 and in his history of the left, he identified an economic path by which fascism could come to America. Such a shift to material conditions is a step well beyond his early focus on language.

But this difficulty, this focus on language, was not only a matter of the outcomes and aims of political and philosophical efforts. It was also a matter of the inputs. Rorty insisted on maintaining distance between himself and his “hero” Dewey on just this matter. For while Dewey consistently utilized the language of “experience” to make philosophical points, Rorty eschewed it at every turn. Part of this rejection was founded on Sellars’s argument that causes and reasons are of different orders, but part of it also came down to a sense that invocations of “experience” hopelessly muddy argument. And so came the charges that Rorty had nothing to contribute to political efforts. Rorty tried to defuse these claims:


[James] Kloppenberg, and several other contributors to this volume, picture me as a languid aesthete who has lost touch with hard facts, political reality, and human suffering and taken refuge in a private world in which only language exists…. The suggestions that language is something other than one more piece of reality, and that linguistic behavior is somehow less ‘hard’ than what is ‘given in experience’, need only to be stated to be dismissed…. My picture of the American left in the twentieth century may well be over-simplified and even distorted, and my philosophical views may well be wrong. But the two should be evaluated separately from one other [sic].46



At least two important ideas appear in this quotation. First, language is one more piece of reality, not the only one. As such, language should be used along with other tools and modes of inquiry we may have. Something like this idea has been worked out on Rortian terms by Koopman.47

Rorty’s second point, though, is that readers should not assume that his philosophical and political views overlap or influence one another. While it is clear why Rorty would wish for such a claim to be true—successfully placing him in the most caricatured ‘linguistic idealist’ camp would make most any Rortian political project useless—it is not true that he can successfully have such separation in all cases. Some of his most technical works may have little immediate bearing on how non-philosophers think about the world, but the vast majority of his writings were informed by or aimed toward political concerns, as interventions into cultural politics. PMN’s anti-foundationalism is anti-authoritarianism. The argument of CIS relies on the plainly political assumptions and goals of nineteenth-century liberalism. Voparil and Bernstein both claim that without these political underpinnings, the whole book falls apart.48 As such, Rorty cannot fairly defend his political writings by attempting to split himself into ‘good or useful Rorty’, the Rorty of politics and suffering, and ‘bad or useless Rorty’, who instead worries about language and redescription. In his work, the two are simply too interrelated.

To heal this gap, and to set aside concerns that Rorty’s politics really are just conversational, Rortian political thought needs to be reconnected to the pushes, pulls, and struggles of ordinary human lives and communities. Introducing a book of interviews with Rorty, Eduardo Mendieta notes just as much, suggesting that Rorty “wants politics to be more concerned with the real lives of citizens. Rorty is thus advocating, as Rorty scholar Alan Malachowski notes, that instead of assuming a philosophical attitude toward politics we should assume an overtly political attitude toward politics.”49 It simply is not clear that Rorty himself has the tools to make this jump.

What I am advocating, then, is that Rortians who focus on the politics of eliminating or otherwise addressing suffering must take seriously what it is to suffer. These moments are not only ones in which individuals say “I am suffering,” though such expressions may be part of the story. We must also become attentive to the experience of suffering. It is an experience of dissatisfaction, fragmentariness, loneliness, and disconnection. One’s aims are not able to be realized. One no longer has a place of safety. One cannot make sense of what he or she is undergoing. The American thinker who most fully understood this way of approaching the question of suffering is Josiah Royce.

Royce’s thought on suffering can be seen clearly as articulated by a plain statement: “We have come to feel that we are human, and to be human is to suffer.”50 This comment, made in reference to contemporary interpretations of Shakespeare’s tragedies, reveals much. First, it identifies modernity’s universalistic thought—we are not only members of our ethos but also of a higher ‘we’: we humans. But this is not the group of humans who are identified by contemplation or reasoning but rather by their capacity to suffer. We can suffer, and we do.

Whereas Rorty’s thought recognized this bare fact, said that it should be avoided, and then said little more about how this outcome might be achieved, Royce’s work offers a far fuller account. On his view, suffering cannot be eliminated without simultaneously eliminating humanity, but it can be better understood, interpreted, and perhaps limited. This is one of the most consistent themes of Royce’s work, appearing not only in his writings on community and atonement, but also in “The Problem of Job.”51 That work takes up suffering as its key theme, drawing on the biblical character who “wins dramatic sympathy as an extreme, but for the purpose all the more typical, case of this universal experience of unearned ill fortune.” Where Job demanded to know how his suffering was just, in that he had been faithful, each of us is visited by moments of unearned and seemingly unfair paint. Thus, as Royce puts it, “In every such case we therefore still have the interest that Job had in demanding the solution of this central problem of evil.”

Royce’s best attempt to give a solution to the problem of suffering embraces philosophical idealism entirely, announcing that when we suffer, God does too. Because there is no understanding the individual without the divine, God’s pain leads to God’s experience of a further dimension of Himself, to a continuation of God’s perfection. To contemporary ears, such as those of a Rortian, a claim like that seems outmoded and perhaps even absurd. But, if we remember back to the second chapter, for Royce ‘God’ does not mean what a naïve read might lead us to assume. Instead, it is a name for the communities in which we find ourselves, especially the most encompassing community. We cannot understand any individual, including any suffering individual, without also understanding the community in which they are and can be located. Taking these ideas in a less theistic vein, and with less attention to ideas of divine completion, may assist in showing their relevance for Rorty.

Adopting this position would do much to fill in the Rortian account of the relationship between the suffering individual and his or her community. When the individual suffers, those to whom he or she matters—his or her fellows—suffer also. This holds for not only family members and friends but also fellow residents and perhaps even that most-encompassing community of loyalty, the Rortian community of justice. For this amendment to be successful, individuals will have to be attentive to the suffering that occurs around them: others’ suffering is our suffering; others’ suffering matters as much as my own does. We must also understand that what unites other people to ourselves is the capacity to suffer. It is one of the most basic components of our being human.

More than this common linking, a Roycean account of suffering could also help to flesh out the Rortian understanding of the meaning of suffering. On Rorty’s view, suffering is bad and must be eliminated. But, as was argued in the last chapter, this disregards the value that painful acts may carry with them, an idea that has consonances with the Roycean thought that God finds perfection through individuals’ suffering. In another place, however, Royce drives home this point even more fully and more humanely. In writing to a friend whose infant son had recently died, he notes the creative possibilities opened through experiences of unfulfilled desire and loss: “Grief is our greatest opportunity for creation. Grief has created all the world’s highest religious thought, all that is noblest in poetry, all that is deepest in human relationships.”52 For all that Rorty insisted on the value of novelty, he rarely gave any sense of what might fuel these developments except for contingent accidents in general. A more specific account of the way that the pain and dissatisfaction of suffering might fuel creative work would improve his story. We can learn from the suffering that we experience as well as from that of others.

Further, Royce’s thought can do much to help fill in what Voparil noted as a lacuna in Rorty’s understanding of communities, that he does not take up the complications of being allied to multiple communities. Royce recognized this difficulty and addressed it at some length in both The Philosophy of Loyalty and “The Art of Loyalty.” While the answer he gives—variations on loyalty to loyalty—were unsatisfactory to Rorty, it seems worthwhile to struggle with these questions instead of avoiding them. A fuller analysis of the pessimistic side of Rorty’s thought is needed in order to see just what the difficulties of membership in multiple communities might entail.

If Rorty is right, though, that the abstract ideal of loyalty to loyalty is unhelpful in the hardest cases, perhaps it would be helpful to move to a more concrete conception of what a conflict of loyalty is like. And what could be a more concrete replacement for an ideal of loyalty than an analysis of the experience of such a conflict of loyalties? Of course Rorty was allergic to the idea of experience, because he thought it was too vague for philosophical use. He did, however, occasionally endorse the language of experimentalism—trying out vocabularies and commitments to see what happens. Experimentalism in this framework is an endorsement of experiencing oneself in the service of a cause. Both loyalties and vocabularies can be life-altering. Undergoing the process of allegiance and refusal of other aims defines the experience of who one is becoming. Care must be taken in the selection of ideals and vocabularies, but it is often impossible to determine which are worthwhile ahead of time. Only by trying on an outfit do we really see how it fits us.

What a Rorty whose thought has been amended by Roycean insight can give us is a deeper account of the ways in which our commitments conflict. This Rorty invites us to take a hard look at our loyalties, to see how we rank them, and to see how we might go about trying to explain them to other people. It is not the case that we will be able to convince everyone else to take up the same loyalties that we have, in the same hierarchy that we hold them; but through the process of understanding how we might go about explaining them, we might also learn something about how we understand ourselves—and how else we might come to be. An examination of the tensions of the experience of a conflict of loyalties, without an easy universalist way out, would be a real contribution to understanding more of what it is to be human.

With that said, one might wonder why we would still look to Rorty when we have Royce’s fully-developed account of loyalty. To this, I respond that Rorty’s voice is nearer than Royce’s to the situation in which we find ourselves and the problems that we have today, and his political analysis, though disconnected, has been prescient.53 Each generation takes up its own problems, on its own terms, in its own ways. While we can get from Royce an outstanding analysis of the relationship between part and whole, it is expressed on terms that now seem outmoded and off-putting. When reading Royce, we must struggle to free his best insights from their theistic trappings. Rorty’s thought has its own limitations, but it is a more contemporary base from which to work.

By now, I hope to have shown that Rorty’s thought can be helpfully amended with some Roycean insights. What both need, however, is a fuller account of the way in which commitments arise from and become firm through their use. What we can learn from the experience of suffering is more than only the descriptions given by the sufferer. Identifying a tension of loyalties is one thing; living through it and struggling with it is another. What this text ends with, then, is of course another demand in that chorus that asks for a better account of experience (or some successor concept) in Rortian thought. Such a task would be to show how we, our communities, and our broader contexts all fit together in life as lived. The results of seeing this context would give a fuller sense of how communities work, grow, and sustain themselves. But that project, which looks back to Dewey and to the pushes and pulls of experience, will remain for another day.
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