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The use of the term ‘success’ here lends a pragmatist bent to at least
part of Weber’s concerns about the value of science. In other respects,
pragmatism may look like a bad fit with Weber’s thought and scientific
practice, since, as an intellectual framework, it asserts that truths (or
successful theories) are akin to what Rorty calls ‘webs’ of belief that
have given us better tools for adjusting our social behavior to
practical challenges (Rorty 1991b: 13-17; Rorty 1999: xxiv). By contrast,
because Weber had the perception that the conflict of ideals has a
certain tragic quality, he also assumed that the very value of thought
is necessarily compromised when it is measured by its capacity to
produce socially useful narratives and symbols.?

What Weber does share with pragmatism is a specific understand-
ing of how social science must function as moral inquiry: its goal is
not to supply more objective standards for moral argument and social
criticism, but rather to recast the terms of moral argument by offering
new ways of thinking about and interpreting the problems of one’s
culture. Rorty often prefaces his ‘neo-pragmatist’ stance with the
suggestion that too many of today’s intellectual practices and self-
understandings are the result of preoccupations with the question of
whether foundations can be supplied which allow ‘theories” to serve
as justifications of belief and action. In particular, he regrets the fact
that philosophers and theorists of knowledge are mired in debates
about rationality and relativism. On Rorty’s view, philosophers and
social theorists need to internalize what literary and journalistic
intellectuals have taken for granted, namely, that truths are best seen
as ‘means of happiness’. As such, they don't tell us about some reality
‘out there” but, rather, they tell us about what strategies for creating
meaning and motivating action have worked for us or are likely to
work for us (Rorty 1991: 74). Seeing things in this way implies that the
relevant and interesting questions have to do with how those strate-
gies have functioned in one’s society, how they have competed for
supremacy or survival and whether one can or should invent better,
alternative strategies.

From this point of view, intellectual integrity should not be seen as
a compensation for the loss of ultimate truths, but as a contingent

9. For more extended discussions of the comparison between Weber and
pragmatism see Diggins (1996: 29-30, 151-153) and Wellen (1996: chs. 6 and 7). See
Kloppenberg (1994) who identifies a strong concordance between Rorty and Weber
(as anti-foundationalists), but in a harshly critical way and as a prelude for
aligning himself with Dewey’s and Habermas’ greater faith in rational and
philosophic foundations for democracy.
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96 Max Weber Studies

social tool of a specific kind of culture. Pragmatism teaches us to
see that socially responsible inquiry and intellectually responsible
engagements with cultural and political problems does not depend on
the prior ability to make knowledge objective or to find the ‘right’
theoretical context. In a “post-philosophical” culture there would be no
despair about the failure to find predetermined standards according
to which we might judge the adequacy of the relationship between a
theory and the world. Rather than leading to fears of relativism this
development might encourage us to see the problems of knowledge
in terms of the task of learning how to identify better and worse
discussions. Rorty portrays theory in a way that affirms the ‘con-
tingency” of our criteria for intellectual responsibility: namely, that
‘theories are like tools: you only reach for them when there is a
specific problem to be solved” (Rorty 1996: 75). We would then be able
to see not only that strict epistemological criteria are not decisive, but
also that accounts of the limits of scientific rationality and of the
‘disenchantment of the world” are not themselves threats to meaning
or scientific progress.

To reinforce this point Rorty offers an argument that is at once brill-
iantly disarming but also infuriating to philosophers of social science
or theorists of social criticism who believe that the very legitimacy of
the academic profession, its capacity to justify its social mandate,
depends upon the stance one takes on the relation between facts and
values in social inquiry. In answer to the concerns around whether
the academic profession can do without objectivity as a justification
for academic freedom and intellectual integrity, Rorty writes:

The experience that we professors have had with decisions about
curriculum and appointments should persuade us that the distinction
between academic politics and the disinterested pursuit of truth is
pretty fuzzy. But that fuzziness does not, and should not, make us
treasure free and independent universities any the less. Neither
philosophers nor anyone else can offer us nice sharp distinctions
between appropriate social utility and inappropriate politicization. But
we have accumulated a lot of experience about how to keep redrawing
this line, how to adjust it to meet the needs of each new generation... As
long as we...manage to keep the traditions of civility alive within the
academy... traditional standards of objectivity, truth and rationality’
will take care of themselves (Rorty 1998: 70-71).

It is well known that Rorty wants intellectuals to become comfortable
with the idea that truth itself might come to be replaced by other
criteria like responsible subjective self-clarification, acknowledgements
of the historical contingency of thought, and, ultimately, authenticity
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of belief and commitment (Rorty 1991b: 33). In many respects, this
seems to return us to the option of ‘critical thinking’. However, he is
alert to the problems with this model, namely, that mere awareness of
competing ideas, or the aim of making commitment more reflective,
skirts the question of what we are capable of as ‘knowers’. To the
chagrin of his critics, he is also aware that he has not helped us
become better at making the distinction between influential ideas and
those that are true or objective, a distinction upon which the cultural
authority —as well as many of the practices—of the university itself
seems rests.!0

According to Rorty’s suggestion above, the question of the value of
science and professional inquiry will be decided by informal and
socially concrete tests that lie beyond those which are usually used to
justify the competence of social inquiry. He does not think we need to
revisit attempts, like Weber’s, to shore up the authority of science in
the wake of controversies around its competence. He believes it is
important to find a new basis for the trustworthiness of scholarly and
educational achievements even if we cannot distinguish the merely
influential from what is true or objective. Rorty’s response to this
challenge is rather unique in that he recommends that we should
replace theory itself with engagement, or at least a specialized style of
engagement. He observes that, implicitly at least, contemporary
culture has become accustomed to the way in which theoretical debate
has always turned out to be a way of creating new terms in which to
view the practical-political problems of the day. The mid-century
American intellectuals he admires were able to instinctively adapt to
this view without philosophical anxiety. They could then see the
progress and reliability of knowledge as the result of a process where-
by influential citizens learned how to ask new and more relevant and
interesting questions about the state of their society, rather than as a
process of making discoveries about the ultimate nature of the world.
Rorty argues that freedom from theory leads to affirmations of social
narratives, which, in turn, make it easier to form diverse kinds of
attachments to the goals of social criticism. The efforts of utilitarian
agents (like unions) and the creators of symbolic capital (intellectuals)
can therefore be attuned to one another (Rorty 1998: 49-55).

Rorty believes that this concrete, cultural legacy of American prag-
matism has been threatened by recent attempts to characterize all

10. A similar argument is made by Charles W. Anderson (1993) in a work that
otherwise contains some serious misunderstandings of Rorty’s approach to the
problem of authority in the sphere of academic knowledge and inquiry.
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knowledge as infused with power, a strategy that, he says, has been
adopted by today’s ‘cultural left’. In particular, it has taken the form
of a new theory-laden attitude toward academic engagement that has
become widespread among recent generations of scholars who have
been schooled in the recognition of the relativity of knowledge to
practical interests and the socially constructed character of reality. In
one sense, Rorty believes that these developments have produced some
extremely worthy results. They have imparted new critical energies to
contemporary politics, much of which come from the drama of under-
mining previously settled languages and symbols. However, he warns
that moral and political achievements cannot be codified —as he fears
too many ‘theorists’” want to do—by assuming that the linguistic
drama itself is the most serious precondition of those achievements
(Rorty 1989: 94). Academics are good at testing out how words like
‘justice’ and ‘alleviation of suffering’ function, and might function
differently, but politics is about what we should do as a result of our
attachment to those words. The theorist’s job is to press for ‘a higher
level of abstraction” but not to promote or guarantee access to the ‘one
general common reality’ that lies behind our concrete achievements
(Rorty 1996: 71).

It is clear that, like Weber, Rorty is a virulent opponent of proph-
esizing theory with its urge to interpret the world and its struggles in
terms of neat distinctions between power and justice, persuasion and
truth or principles and success. The difference between the two
thinkers lies in the fact that Rorty believes that ‘our’ culture has
become more relaxed —whether by necessity or choice —about recog-
nizing the historical contingency of thought. In such a culture all
theorizing is merely contextualist reasoning about the advantages and
disadvantages of the contingencies we have inherited or are trying to
resist. Rorty is aware of the dangers of generalizing from an
experience that is rooted in American liberal democracy, but he thinks
it is inevitable once we accept that the culture cannot be expected to
understand itself in terms of the theoretical-philosophical presup-
positions that motivated its development. All of this presupposes a
culture in which controversial beliefs about human nature and ulti-
mate values can be safely relegated to the private sphere, while public
neutrality toward these controversies still leaves room for valuable
attempts at understanding difference, fighting oppression and
imagining alternative moral ‘vocabularies” for achieving these goals
(Rorty 1991: 182-83). In these circumstances, intellectual integrity
might mean avoiding unnecessary and misplaced profundity how-
ever much it is rewarded by the academic system.
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Whatever one might think of pragmatism’s recognition of the
dignity of liberal democratic reformism, it requires that intellectuals —
especially professional academics—should realize that their models
of relevance, social criticism and independent thought will have to
be judged by local and concrete achievements. Pragmatism is a
philosophy that is produced and sustained by liberal democracy, but
it only promises contingent suggestions on what liberal democracy
should be about. Thinkers like Weber, by contrast, did not share prag-
matism’s worries about the inflation of profundity. Indeed, Weber’s
approach can only be understood as a reflection of a context that
could not arouse confidence in the moral openness of society.

There will always be a certain dissonance between the motivational
and organizational needs of the sphere of moral and political achieve-
ment and those which are at play in the discussions scholars have
about how to construct the ‘right” question. In this respect, there is a
great deal of suggestiveness in Rorty’s effort to balance a Weberian-
like aspiration for the inner integrity in academic life with the external
flexibility needed to confront contemporary conditions. In particular,
it helps us draw upon the potential of the moral openness of modern
society in a way that might provide a useful, politically mature model
of the relationship between intellectual and public responsibility.
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