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Introduction

 ‘I seek God’, cried Nietzsche’s madman at the market place, ‘who gave us the sponge to wipe 

away the  entire  horizon?  What  were we doing when we unchained this  earth  from its  sun? 

Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging 

continually? And backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there still any up or down?’1

This Nietzschean image can be seen as a fascinating reflection of today’s situation. In our 

society God no longer is the horizon, he no longer is the One who gives this life a framework and 

meaning. Although many people still believe in God, the idea that this world is connected to God 

lost its self-evidence. It is no longer a basic assumption shared by everyone. Many people share a 

world view that leaves no room for something supernatural, to which this world is anchored. The 

world view of many is characterized by coincidence and contingency, not by divine order.

In our Western society we can find a whole range of religious ideas and practices. At the 

so-called religious  market  an  ever  expanding variety  of  religious  ideas  and practices  can be 

found. However, the self-evidence of any of these religious practices is gone. Religion is no 

longer connected with the idea of an absolute truth, but everybody has their own truth. Following 

this it can be said that even at this religious market God has disappeared. 

It has diverse consequences for the possibilities to speak about God if one lives in a society 

where many religious convictions and practices flourish, but not one is commonly shared. In a 

world where many religious options are available,  convictions need a  strong justification.  In 

modern society it is easier to belief that religious truth is contingent, than to believe that a given 

conviction is objectively true. This emphasis on the contingency of truth can be found in many 

post-modern  philosophers  and seems to be  in  accord  with  the  world  view of  many modern 

people. However, it seems to be incompatible with more traditional theology, which claims that 

there only is one true God.

One of the philosophers who is regularly quoted in the debate concerning Christianity and 

theology  in  a  post-modern  context,  is  Richard  Rorty.2 It  is  often  assumed  that  Rortyan 

philosophy is in contradiction with traditional Christianity, while being in accord with modern 

science  and  post-modern  thought.  Rorty's  ideas  are  regularly  used  to  prove  that  the  more 

traditional view of God - that God exists outside this world in an objective way and interacts with 

it – cannot be true. Many theologians have searched for an answer to this view, and have tried to 

find a way to speak about God again, after the critique of post-modern philosophers like Rorty. 

1 Nietzsche, Friedrich, De vrolijke wetenschap, Amsterdam: De Arbeiderspers, 2003, p. 130. 
2 In this paper I use post-modernism just as an indication of the period from the 1960s until now, not as a name for  

a set of philosophical ideas. This period may as well be called ‘late modernity’. 
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This  paper  claims  that  it  is  not  justified  to  see  Rortyan  philosophy  as  contradicting 

Christianity. On the contrary, Rortyan philosophy offers interesting possibilities for theology in a 

modern context.  It  offers possibilities to speak about God in such a way that it comes much 

closer to the world view of modern man than traditional theology does. I will not do this by 

developing  a  view  on  God  that  differs  entirely  from  the  more  traditional  views,  but  by 

highlighting aspects that traditionally are associated with God and Christianity.  

The main question of this paper is what theology may gain by a dialogue with Richard 

Rorty, given the confusion in speaking about God in western, modern societies. In this paper I 

presuppose that a serious attempt to listen to Rortyan philosophy, should lead theologians to 

abandon some traditional ways to speak about God that have become obsolete, and to find ways 

that open up the possibility to speak about God in the future. I will argue that several aspects in 

the traditional view on God are not really unfamiliar to modern man. Several notions in modern 

philosophy and traditional theology fit together well enough to make a serious dialogue possible.

This paper maintains a critical attitude towards Rorty's philosophy. It does not sketch the 

possibilities  for  theology  in  the  context  of  Rortyan  philosophy,  which  would  entail  the 

impossibility to step outside the Rortyan framework. However, this paper will neither agree with 

the presupposition that Rortyan philosophy and theology are incompatible. The focus will be the 

possibility for a dialogue with Richard Rorty, a position that requires more distance than the first 

position, but also sympathizes more with Rorty than the second position.  

In  the  first  chapter  we  will  ask  a  question  fundamental  to  the  subject:  what  are  the 

philosophical, as well as the sociological, aspects of the present day difficulties in speaking about 

God? I will sketch several basic characteristics of the present day philosophical and sociological 

situation and clarify why we can use the philosophy of Rorty, in this context. This paper mainly 

offers a philosophical argumentation, but also relates the philosophical themes to the sociological 

context, where the question how to speak about God is raised frequently.

The second chapter gives an overview of Rorty's philosophy and discusses the themes that 

are essential to understand his critical attitude with regard to religion. What does it mean that 

Rorty rejects speaking about truth and God? To explain this, the first section discusses Rorty's 

ideas about truth and the related philosophical presuppositions. The second section illustrates his 

views on truth by describing how he uses concepts like 'good' and 'bad' in his more practical 

philosophy.  Since  Rorty  often  refers  to  Darwinism,  the  third  section  discusses  the  question 

whether Rorty's view on truth follows from his Darwinist world view. Finally, the last section 

concludes with the basic reasons for Rorty's rejection of truth.

The third chapter analyses Rorty’s ideas on God and Christianity. The first section analyses 

5



the  passages  where  Rorty  discusses  his  views on religion.   This  overview is  followed by a 

discussion of some theological texts on the relation between Rortyan philosophy and speaking 

about God. The final section clarifies the main reasons for Rorty's rejection of metaphysics by 

interpreting his ideas on God and Christianity in the light of his ideas on truth and social justice. 

In the fourth chapter the main question of this thesis, what theology may gain by a dialogue 

with  Rortyan  philosophy,  will  be  answered.  The  first  sections  of  this  chapter  discuss  the 

theologies  of  Abraham J.  Heschel  and  Jürgen  Moltmann  to  illustrate  the  possibilities  for  a 

dialogue between theology and Rortyan philosophy. It is argued that Rortyan philosophy offers 

several possibilities to speak about God in our modern society. 

Rortyan philosophy and theology will agree on several themes. Starting our theology with 

these themes will make it much easier to speak about God in the present day context. This thesis 

argues that themes like contingency, hope, relationality, history and revelation can be used as a 

starting point in the dialogue between theology and Rortyan philosophy. This thesis will show 

that it are precisely the aspects where speaking about God seemed to become impossible, that 

offer a possibility to speak about God in a modern context.
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1   PRACTICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL QUESTIONS 

This paper discusses the question what theology may gain by listening to Rorty’s critique on 

religion.  Raising  this  question  presupposes  that  speaking  about  God  in  our  society  is  not 

unproblematic.  This chapter will  sketch the sociological  background of this question and the 

main reasons why in a modern context theology will often be confronted with incomprehension. 

After  that,  we  will  analyse  Rorty's  ideas  to  see  how  his  philosophy  offers  possibilities  for 

theology in our society.

When  speaking  about  God,  theologians  encounter  several  practical  and  philosophical 

problems. The practical problems are those which an individual will regularly encounter in an 

everyday situation. The philosophical problems are related with questions regarding God, truth 

and knowledge on a more abstract level such as 'is it possible that God exists?', and 'can we know 

anything about God?’. 

Although the practical and philosophical problems form two diverse categories, this paper 

presupposes a strong link between them. The emphasis on the relation between practical  and 

philosophical  issues will  make it  easier to do justice to Rortyan philosophy,  where the same 

attitude can be found. He deals with both practical and philosophical questions and shows how 

they intertwine, but never reduces the one to the other.

This chapter first sketches the sociological situation and gives the practical consequences 

of the sociological developments. Then the related philosophical themes are discussed, which are 

themes  that  regularly  occur  in  Rortyan  philosophy.  By  doing  this  it  is  pointed  out  how 

philosophical and sociological themes are interconnected, and how they relate to the questions of 

speaking about God in theology and in our everyday practice.

The following sections of this chapter illustrate how several developments in modernity 

made  speaking  about  God  problematic.  Presently,  religion  is  shaped  by  secularization, 

pluralisation  and  subjectivization.3 I  will  discuss  these  themes  one  by  one,  and  show  the 

philosophical issues that are connected with these developments. All of these developments play 

a significant role in Rortyan philosophy.

1.1 Secularization
3 These themes are mentioned in, amongst others, Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy, Elements of a Sociological  

Theory of Religion, New York: Doubleday, 1990, p. 171. However, in many other sociological works these 
themes can be found in the same context. They are usually regarded as the main characteristics of modernity. 
This paper uses the three-part division as it is used by Berger in The Sacred Canopy. Berger offers a good basic 
analysis of the influence of these characteristics of modernity on religion.
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The diminishing relevance of religion in Western society is called secularization. Despite the fact 

that  this  term is  so  often used,  its  meaning remains ambiguous.  This  section sketches some 

aspects of the process of secularisation that influenced the possibilities to speak about religion.

It cannot simply be said that secularization means that we are living in a less religious 

society. Moreover, the increase of spirituality points in the opposite direction, and the numbers of 

religious involvement  will  very likely not point towards less religiosity than in the previous 

centuries.4 Nevertheless, our society is less religious than it was in pre-modern times in several 

other respects. For example, when secularization is defined as 'the process by which sectors of 

society and culture are removed from the domination of religious institutions and symbols' it is 

obvious that we are living in a secularised society.5 No matter how many courses on meditation 

are offered at businesses, we no longer relate our everyday life to God searching his advice as we 

did in pre-modern times.6 

Another definition of secularization is given by Charles Taylor in A Secular Age. Taylor’s 

definition focuses on our context of understanding. He sees the improbability and optionality of 

religion as one of the main characteristics of secularization. For many centuries people had lived 

in a society where it was almost impossible to abandon the established religion, but these days 

religion's self-evidence has disappeared. Nowadays, belief is an optional affair, and people are 

more likely to justify why they are religious than why they are not.7

 Taylor and Berger use no entirely different definition of secularization. Taylor's changing 

context  of  understanding  is  related  to  the  institutional  developments  which  Berger  calls 

secularization. However, where Berger's definition focuses on the structure of society, Taylor's 

definition focuses on the consequences for the individual. Presently, both aspects are relevant to 

the question how to speak about God in our society. Since religion ceased to be the overarching 

context of our society, we now find ourselves in a society where the truth of religion is deemed 

improbable and faith is only an option. The main reason why speaking about God is harder than 

before, is because faith has become more unlikely. This emphasis on improbability forms one of 

the basic assumptions of Rortyan philosophy.   

The process of secularization is influenced by several developments. Two developments 

4 Hellemans, Staf and Henk Tieleman, 'Religie en moderniteit. Een godsdienstsociologische benadering', in: Staf 
Hellemans, Henk Tieleman and Ria Kloppenborg (eds.), De moderniteit van religie, Zoetermeer: Meinema, 
2001, pp. 23-38. See p. 32.

5 Berger, The Sacred Canopy, p. 107. This definition is not only used by Peter Berger, but can be found in many 
sociological texts.

6 Some interesting information regarding the rise of meditation in a regular work environment can be found at 
http://www.cnvpubliekezaak.nl/eCache/DEF/621.html (18-10-2008) and 
http://www.bedrijfsmeditatie.com/bedrijfsmeditatie.htm (18-10-2008)
Much information is offered at http://www.spiritueelondernemersnetwerk.nl/index.shtml (18-10-2008).

7  Taylor, Charles, A Secular Age, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007, p. 3.
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that played an important part in this process are rationalisation and differentiation. To clarify the 

problems in present day speaking about God, the next sections will discuss these two themes.

1.1.1 Rationalization and Epistemology

In modernity,  rationality has a more prominent position than in previous centuries, a process 

which is called rationalisation. The emphasis on rationality influences the possibility to speak 

about  God  in  two  diverse  ways.  Since  the  Enlightenment  rationality  replaces  the  self-

evidentiality of religion and makes knowledge about religious subjects improbable. 

In pre-modern times, the existence of a transcendental world was self-evident. This world 

formed the basis of society and individual life. In modernity the self-evidence of the religious 

framework  collapsed  and another  justification  for  the  way we live  was  required.  Therefore, 

people  started  to  justify  their  way  of  life  rationally,  without  referring  to  a  transcendental 

framework.8 

The modern era started with much confidence in rationality, but in the twentieth century the 

confidence  in  rationality  collapsed.  This  does  not  mean  that  since  then  the  importance  of 

rationality diminished. For most people rational and empirical research is still the only possible 

basis for rational knowledge. They may have less confidence in the acquired knowledge than the 

average Enlightenment philosopher, but it is still true that they no longer ground knowledge in a 

metaphysical world.9

The  primacy  of  empirical  research  in  modernity  has  important  consequences  for  the 

possibility  to  speak  about  God.  If  the  only  source  of  knowledge  in  this  world  is  empirical 

research and the things that can be rationally deduced from it, knowledge of God is hard to 

obtain. This leads to the dichotomy that either God can be known empirically and rationally, or 

that He cannot be known at all.10 Despite several attempts during the modern period to reach 

certain  knowledge  about  God,  certainty  regarding  these  subjects  by  empirical  and  rational 

methods seems to be impossible.  In Rortyan philosophy the impossibility to gain knowledge 

about God, man and morality is one of the main themes.

1.1.2 Differentiation and Contingency

A  second  characteristic  of  modernity  is  the  rapid  growth  of  specialised  institutions  and 

8 Loo, Hans van der and Willem van Reijen, Paradoxen van Modernisering, Bussum: Coutinho, 1997, p. 143.
9 Loo, Van Reijen, Paradoxen, p. 50.
10 In this way the dilemma is constructed in Herman Philipse's De onredelijkheid van Religie, in: Herman Philipse, 

Atheistisch manifest en De onredelijkheid van religie, Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2004, pp. 146-148.
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organisations.  Social  fields  rapidly  become independent  of  each  other  and  consequently  the 

number  of  institutions  increases,  each  having  its  own  function.  This  process  is  known  as 

differentiation. These social changes have several consequences for the life and world view of 

the individual.11 

As a consequence of this process of differentiation, many of our activities now take place 

in different environments and with different people. Nowadays, an individual no longer lives his 

whole life in one and the same community. In his work, or in church, with friends and in his 

leisure time, he may engage in wholly different communities. Our life is formed and influenced 

by these many groups and relations we are in, which are continually changing. This makes our 

society into a typical network society.12

In his book Liquid Modernity Zygmunt Bauman describes the characteristics of the modern 

network society. He characterizes the present western societies as liquid, because the society is 

continuously changing. This contrasts with the solid societies of early modernity, which had a 

fixed order and did not change rapidly.13 

As a consequence of this liquidity, the individual lives in a primarily uncertain situation. 

He  lives  in  continually  changing  circumstances  that  are  out  of  his  control.  The  traditional 

community may have been more or less understandable to the individual, but modern society is 

too complex. As a consequence, risk and trust have replaced certainty more than ever before.14 

In social life and in the individual life, this liquidity creates a level of uncertainty that has 

considerable consequences for the possibility to speak about the meaning of life.15 There is no 

given role that the individual has to play. Instead he has to construct it by himself and find his 

way in society. This liquidity and the constructing of identity can be seen in the development of 

the 'religious market', where a whole range of possibilities is offered to the individual.16 

This process of differentiation has its philosophical counterpart in the importance of the 

concept of contingency. Rorty discusses the contingency of language, community and self, and 

he points out how this leads to the contingency of our whole way of life. When Rorty speaks 

about contingency, he speaks as a philosopher and offers philosophical arguments supporting this 

view. Nevertheless, his theories are likely to resonate with the experience of many individuals 

who live in these modern times.

11 Loo, Van Reijen, Paradoxen, p. 102.
12 Loo, Van Reijen, Paradoxen, p. 101.
13 Bauman, Zygmunt, Liquid Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006, pp. 1-2.
14 Giddens, Anthony, The Consequences of Modernity, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1997, pp. 2, 102.
15 Bauman, Liquid Modernity, pp. 64-65.
16 Bauman, Liquid Modernity, p. 61. 
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1.2 Pluralisation and the Philosophy of Science

A second aspect of modernity is pluralisation. Nowadays, a person is confronted with all sorts of 

cultural and religious ideas. Partly because of the multicultural  society he lives in and partly 

because of the media.17 The choice is no longer between two or three options, such as being a 

catholic,  a  protestant,  or  an atheist.  One can choose to join a  certain  religion,  but  it  is  also 

possible to compose one's world view by choosing features from diverse traditions.18 Religious 

convictions are available apart from their original contexts, and flourish in a great diversity. 

  It is obvious that it is difficult to defend the idea that there is one true God, while living in 

a  plural  society.  This claim is  not problematic  within a community where this  conviction is 

shared by most people, but in a plural society religious truth becomes highly improbable and the 

possibility to know God becomes even more improbable. In a society where many options are 

available, religious knowledge loses its self-evidence, and thus its certainty.

In the philosophy of science a comparable change in the certainty of knowledge can be 

found. In the twentieth century discussion on knowledge 'truth' is redefined several times and the 

certainty  of  truth  diminishes.  In  summary,  where  truth  was  once  reachable,  it  first  became 

uncertain, and then unattainable.

In  the  1920’s,  logical  positivists  defended the  thesis  that  if  we know how to  verify  a 

proposition, we can know whether it is true or false.19 However, in 1934 Popper argued that it is 

impossible to prove that a proposition is true, because we can never be sure that a rule has no 

exception. Only by searching for falsification can we move from one theory to a better one, but 

we never know if it really is true.20 In 1962 Kuhn argued that we do not even know which theory 

is the better one, because we have started working with new hypotheses and a new vocabulary. 

Therefore, we cannot even be sure that we have come closer towards the truth.21

 In the more recent philosophy of science, relativism22 has become so important that it is 

hardly possible to speak about truth at all. We will see this position in the philosophy of Richard 

Rorty, who discusses the pragmatic ideas on truth in detail. Although Rorty's arguments on these 

points  are  very philosophical,  and the  sociological  consequences  of  pluralism are  not,  these 

17 Wissink, Jozef, 'Geloof en kerk in de moderniteit', in: Staf Hellemans, Henk Tieleman and Ria Kloppenborg 
(eds.), De moderniteit van religie, Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2001, pp. 55-69. See pp. 64-65. 

18   For example, nowadays one may believe in angels or in reincarnation without believing any other 
aspect of the religion in which these convictions originally belong.

19    Ayer, Alfred J., Language, Truth and Logic, London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1958, p. 115.
20 Popper, Karl, Logik der Forschung, zur Erkenntnistheorie der modernen Naturwissenschaft, Wien: Verlag von 

Julius Springer, 1935, p. 14.
21    Kuhn, Thomas S., The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970, pp. 

145-147.
22 Relativism should not be read as ‘the meaning that every view is as good as every other'. This is explained in 

detail in section 2.1.5 where I deal with the relation between relativism and pragmatism.
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themes do overlap. Whether the quest for truth arises in a philosophical or sociological context, 

the impossibility to choose between alternatives from a neutral point of view is central.

1.3 Subjectivization and Internalization

A third characteristic of modernity is the focus on the subject, called subjectivization by Peter 

Berger.  He  elaborates  this  theme  primarily  in  the  context  of  the  developments  in  religion, 

although  the  emphasis  on  the  subject  can  be  found  in  other  areas  as  well.  In  the  religious 

developments of the last decades it is obvious that the subject is becoming more central.   

According to Berger this subjectivization of religion has two main characteristics. On the 

one hand religion becomes a matter of individual choice; on the other hand religious 'realities' 

tend to be located within consciousness.23 It is important to realise that this subjectivization of 

religion is an attractive option in modern society. It avoids the problems connected with speaking 

about God, truth and the meaning of life as discussed in the previous sections. 

A  less  radical  form  of  subjectivization  can  be  found  in  the  increasing  importance  of 

religious  experience  in  mainstream  religion.  Even  in  religious  groups  where  people  are 

convinced that they posses God's truth in a Holy Scripture the emphasis on inner spirituality is 

likely to increase. Spiritual experiences tend to be used by believers as a justification of their 

convictions.24 

In Rorty's speaking about solidarity we can see a similar movement from the external to the 

internal. That which previously had been judged by standards external to the community, is now 

judged by internal  standards.  Although in Rortyan  philosophy this concerns the society as a 

whole and is thus no subjectivization in the strict sense of the word, the same movement can be 

discerned. The individual and the community both may be seen as a unity. It is within this unity 

that justification is sought.

The main characteristic of these diverse aspects of modernity is that they lead to greater 

uncertainty in our world view. Secularisation, rationalisation, differentiation, pluralisation and 

subjectivization  all  made  modern  society  into  a  society  with  many  possibilities  and  few 

certainties. Rorty’s ideas on truth and knowledge resemble this modern uncertainty.

23 Berger, The Sacred Canopy, pp. 166-167.
24 Note for example the rapidly growing literature on prophecy and experiencing God in Christian bookshops. The 

fact that these books circulate in rather conservative and biblical Christian circles is remarkable. It entails that 
communities that mainly justify their convictions by referring to external standards (Bible, tradition), 
increasingly focus on spiritual experience.
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2   THE PHILOSOPHY OF RICHARD RORTY

The American philosopher Richard Rorty (1931-2007) is well known for his typical form of 

pragmatism. The question of how to speak about truth is central to this pragmatic philosophy of 

Richard Rorty. The first part of this chapter analyses Rorty’s ideas on truth, and is divided into 

several sections that will each highlight different aspects relevant to Rorty's final conclusions. By 

discussing the main philosophical themes that influenced Rorty's ideas on truth, this section will 

analyse Rorty's statement that truth is an unprofitable topic. 

Rorty's rejection of truth raises the question whether or not words like 'true' and 'false' are 

completely meaningless. Therefore the second part of this chapter clarifies how we may still 

apply such value judgements in Rorty’s philosophical framework, by analysing Rorty's ideas on 

social justice. In this context he frequently uses 'true' and 'false' as if he never rejected speaking 

about truth. By discussing Rorty's social philosophy it will be illustrated in which way a Rortyan 

pragmatist can still name something true or false.

The  discussion  of  Rorty's  ideas  on  social  justice  will  facilitate  the  application  of  his 

philosophy to a theological theme such as speaking about God, since many of his claims about 

morality can be made about religion as well. It is in the context of morality that the questions 

'how can we speak about truth in a pragmatic way' and 'how can we justify our convictions' are 

answered. This thorough analysis of Rorty’s speaking on truth will offer the essential background 

information needed to discuss the relevance of Rorty's thought for theology and to understand his 

criticism on religion. 

2.1 Rorty on Truth

To  analyse  Rorty’s  ideas  on  truth  it  is  necessary  to  give  a  short  overview  of  his  main 

philosophical ideas. Many of the terms he uses when he speaks about truth are specific to his 

philosophy. The meanings of terms such as objectivity,  solidarity, contingency,  relativity and 

realism are not to be taken for granted too easily while reading Rorty’s philosophy. This section 

discusses the themes that are essential to understand Rorty’s rejection of truth, and clarifies his 

specific use of the relevant philosophical terms.

The first subsection elaborates on the distinction between objectivity and solidarity, which 

is  fundamental  in  all  of  Rorty’s  texts.  In  the  following  three  subsections,  Rorty’s  ideas  on 

contingency are described by analysing his texts on the contingency of language, the human self 

and the community. This analysis will show some of the main reasons why Rorty rejects truth. 

After this the question will be raised what this rejection of truth exactly means and whether or 
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not it can be concluded that Rorty is a relativist. Therefore, the fifth subsection discusses some 

forms  of  relativism  and  analyses  their  relation  to  Rortyan  philosophy.  The  final  subsection 

discusses the basic reasons for Rorty’s rejection of objectivity and absolute truth.

2.1.1 Solidarity or objectivity

It is typical for mankind that we are not only living our life, but that we are reflect on it and try to 

explain and justify our habits and actions. In his article 'solidarity or objectivity' Rorty introduces 

a fundamental distinction between two ways in which we can give meaning to our lives.25 The 

first possibility is to relate our lives to an absolute reality, and is called 'objectivity'. The second 

possibility is by telling how our life contributes to a community, and is named ‘solidarity’.

According to Rorty, a person searching for objectivity will seek for the meaning of life, or 

for  whatever  really  matters,  outside  his  community  and  describe  himself  as  standing  in 

immediate relation to a non-human reality. This emphasis on an objective, non-human reality is 

characteristic for Platonism, and Rorty regularly uses 'Platonic' as an equivalent for 'objective'. 

Plato distinguished between the world of the ideas where the real nature of the things is found 

and our everyday world of appearances. This distinction entails  that everything that is really 

worthwhile or true is believed to be external to the community and even external to this world.26 

According  to  Rorty our  western  society  is  characterised  by objectivity  instead  of  solidarity, 

because of the influence of Platonism.27

A person looking for solidarity will not make this external movement to explain who he is, 

or to justify his actions. He does not attempt to find what is meaningful or good outside his 

community, but tries to find the best way to live just by living in his community. According to 

such a person, only solidarity can make life meaningful.28 The fact that he does not relate his 

existence to something that transcends his community is typical for the Rortyan pragmatist, and 

Rorty uses this distinction between solidarity and objectivity throughout all his philosophy.

This  distinction  between  solidarity  and  objectivity  is  relevant  in  several  contexts:  in 

speaking about morality, truth, God, and even in describing who we are as individuals.29 When 

we are talking about these subjects, the basic question is whether we are referring to something 

outside our community or not. In this first part I will focus on the possibility to speak about truth, 

but it is important to note that with regard to religion the same distinction is also fundamental.

25 Rorty, Richard, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, Philosophical Papers volume 1, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991. Henceforth referred to as PP1.

26 PP1, p. 21.
27 PP1, p. 21.
28 PP1, p. 21.
29 PP1, p. 22.
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2.1.2 Solidarity and The Contingency of Language

In Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, Rorty systematically elaborates his view on solidarity, and 

his rejection of objectivity. This and the following two sections illustrate what Rorty means when 

he speaks about solidarity by following the argument of the first chapters of this book. In these 

chapters he explains the contingency of language, the contingency of self and the contingency of 

community. 

In the first chapter 'The Contingency of Language' Rorty explains the idea that truth is 

made rather than found. Truth, he states, is related to language, and does not exist in the world:

To say that truth is not out there is simply to say that where there are no sentences there is 

no truth, that sentences are elements of human languages, and that human languages are 

human creations. Truth cannot be out there – cannot exist independently of the human 

mind – because sentences cannot so exist,  or be out there.  The world is out there,  but 

descriptions of the world are not. Only descriptions of the world can be true or false.30

In order to understand Rorty’s rejection of truth, we have to understand what he means with the 

contingency of language.

Rorty's claim that language is contingent can be clarified by contrasting it with the view on 

language he rejects. A typical position he refutes again and again is the idea that language depicts 

the  world,  a  view which  was  defended  by  the  logical  positivists.  He  disagrees  with  such  a 

relation  between  reality,  language  and  truth.  One  of  the  advocates  of  this  view  is  Ludwig 

Wittgenstein in his  Tractatus Logico Philosophicus  [1921]. To explain his own philosophy of 

language Rorty regularly mentions this Wittgensteinian view that language depicts the world as 

the view he rejects. A selection of propositions from the  Tractatus shows Wittgenstein's main 

point:

2.19 Das logische Bild kann die Welt abbilden.

3 Das logische Bild der Tatsachen ist der Gedanke

3.1 Im Satz drückt sich der Gedanke sinnlich wahrnehmbar aus31

Here, Wittgenstein states that the sentence expresses the thought, that this thought is the logical 

picture of the facts, and that this logical picture depicts the world. In summary, it can be said that 

30 Rorty,  Richard, Contingency,  Irony and  Solidarity, Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press,  1989,  pp.  4-5. 
Henceforth referred to as CIS.

31 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Logisch-philosophische Abhandlung, Tractatus logico-philosophicus, (Kritische Edition), 
Frankfurt am Main:  Suhrkamp, 2001, pp. 14, 16, 18.
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according to Wittgenstein the sentence depicts the world. This entails we just have to look at the 

way the particular situation in world is if we want to know whether a proposition is true or false.

Wittgenstein makes a strict distinction between things that can be said because it is clear 

whether  they  are  true  or  false,  and  things  about  which  nothing  can  be  said.  The  following 

quotation from his own introduction to the Tractatus illustrates his opinion:

Man könnte den ganzen Sinn des Buches etwa in die Worte fassen: Was sich überhaupt 

sagen  läβt,  läβt  sich  klar  sagen;  und wovon man nicht  reden  kann,  darüber  muβ man 

schweigen.32

Empirical verification and the ability to make clear statements, as implied in the Tractatus, are 

the cornerstones of logical  positivism, which is strongly influenced by the work of the early 

Wittgenstein. Many logical positivists assumed that only the methods of the physical sciences 

will lead to true knowledge. Language truly depicts the world and thus shows us the facts as they 

really are. In this way the logical positivists construct a theory of knowledge and truth that is 

known as 'the correspondence theory of truth'. Rorty often presents his own ideas as opposing 

this theory.33 Thus, when he discusses the contingency of language, we have to keep in mind that 

it is this kind of non-contingent and depicting language Rorty opposes.

According to the logical positivists it becomes clear whether a sentence is true or false by 

comparing it with the facts in the world. Rorty did not defend the thesis that there is no relation 

between language and the world. However, he claims that we cannot use this relation as a basis 

for epistemology and science, as logical positivism does. Rorty claims that the world is neither 

true nor false, but that 'true' and 'false' just are words used by human beings. The world itself 

does not contain these notions, only our descriptions of the world do. Despite the fact that it often 

seems clear whether a belief is true or not, in other instances it is not that easy to decide.34

Rorty explains why it is not always possible to decide whether a sentence is true or false by 

simply looking to the state of facts in the world. He does agree with the common sense notion 

that we often only have to look around us if we want to find out whether a proposition is true or 

not. In simple sentences such as 'x is the case' it seems self-evident to say that the state of affairs 

makes  a  belief  true  by  corresponding  to  it.  With  the  most  common  sense  meaning  of  this 

statement Rorty will agree. He states that if we want to know whether 'red wins' or 'black wins', 

or whether 'the butler did it' or 'the doctor did it', it is the world that contains the causes we need 

32 Wittgenstein, Tractatus, p. 2.
33 See for example CIS, p. 5 and PSH, pp. xvii, 185. 
34 CIS, p. 5.
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in order to be justified in our belief. The conviction that only descriptions of the world can be 

true  or  false  does  not  contradict  the  common  sense  notion  that  the  situation  in  the  world 

matters.35 

It is not difficult to know how to decide whether a given factual statement is true or false. 

However, when speaking about a vocabulary as a whole, it cannot be said that the world decides 

between two of them in the same way. There might be reasons to choose between the diverse 

political, moral and religious vocabularies, but these reasons are not as clear and sufficient as in 

the cases mentioned in the last  paragraph. Therefore, Rorty says that language is contingent. 

There is no one-to-one relation between our language and this world.36 

The relation between language and the world is further explained by Rorty as follows:

The  world  does  not  speak.  Only  we  do.  The  world  can,  once  we  have  programmed 

ourselves with a language, cause us to hold beliefs. But it cannot propose a language for us 

to speak. Only other human beings can do that. The realization that the world does not tell 

us what language games to play should not, however, lead us to say that a decision about 

which to play is arbitrary, nor to say that it is the expression of something deep within us.37

Language as a whole can be seen as a language game. This view on language as a game is 

derived from the work of the later Wittgenstein.  To illustrate his own views Rorty regularly 

refers  to  this  Wittgensteinian  idea.38 In  his  book  Philosophische  Untersuchungen  [1953] 

Wittgenstein gives the following description of language:

Es  gibt  unzählige  solcher  Arten:  unzählige  verschiedene  Arten  der  Verwendung  alles 

dessen, was wir >Zeichen<, >Worte<, >Sätze<, nennen. Und diese Mannigfaltigkeit  ist 

nichts  Festes,  ein  für  allemal  Gegebenes;  sondern  neue  Typen  der  Sprache,  neue 

Sprachspiele, wie wir sagen können, entstehen und andre veralten und werden vergessen. 

(...) Das Wort >Sprachspiel< soll hier hervorheben, daβ das Sprechen der Sprache ein Teil 

ist einer Tätigkeit, oder einer Lebensform.39

The world may give us reason to call one game better than the other, but gives no final answer to 

35 CIS, p.5. We even can say that Rorty adopts the correspondence theory of truth, when it is interpreted in a very 
shallow, basic sense. This will be elaborated in 2.1.5.

36 CIS, p. 5.
37 CIS, p. 6.
38 Rorty, Richard, Philosophy as Cultural Politics, Philosophical Papers volume 4, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2007, p. 162. Henceforth referred to as  PP4. 
39 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, Tagebücher 1914-1916, Philosophische 

Untersuchungen, (Werkausgabe Band 1), Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1984, p. 230.
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the question which game is the best one to play. The relation between language and the world is 

not one of representation or expression, but should be seen as a causal relation.40 Language has 

evolved in our interaction with the world. This entails that the relation between language and the 

world is not as strict as Wittgenstein proposes in the Tractatus, but that it neither is relativistic. 

There is a relation between language and the world, but it is not one of correspondence. In all our 

theorizing there will be a human element and we can not get rid of it.41 

Rorty sees language as a tool for dealing with the world. In this view, language is  no 

medium between self and reality, but ‘a flag which signals the desirability of using a certain 

vocabulary when trying to cope with certain kinds of organisms'.42 As in evolution, new forms 

are constantly killed old forms.43 Language is seen as a tool that can be more or less suitable for 

its goal. This explains why Rorty says that 'true' is 'more useful', and also why he says that only 

descriptions of the world contain truth.44 

The contingency of language entails that language cannot be used as a foundation for our 

knowledge. Language is no medium between us and true reality, but a tool we use to deal with 

the world. In a similar way Rorty rejects the idea that the human mind or self can form a medium 

between us and the world.45 In summary, we can say that, according to Rorty, language does not 

copy reality, but copes with reality.46

2.1.3 Solidarity and the Contingency of Selfhood

In the history of philosophy not only the relation between language and the world is used to offer 

a foundation for our knowledge. Many philosophers argued that certain knowledge was possible, 

because humans have a special faculty to know the truth or a specific human nature or self on 

which we can ground our knowledge. This view on man is rejected by Rorty, particularly if it is 

used in an epistemological context.

The relation between the certainty of knowledge and the existence of a human self can be 

illustrated by the following example. Suppose there does exist a human nature and that we can 

know it. In that case we could refer to that human nature when we are speaking about truth. 

Human nature would then contain the truth about mankind, and would be able to ‘tell’ us how to 

act and what to believe. A characteristic of that human nature might be, for example, that ‘man is 

40 CIS, p. 15. I will discuss the relation between causality and relativism in more detail in 2.1.5.
41 PSH, p. 150.
42 CIS, p. 15.
43 CIS, p. 19.
44 CIS, p. 21.
45 CIS, p. 15.
46 PSH p. xxvi.
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made to be religious’ and thus offer a possibility to decide even which religion is the true one. If 

there is a human nature, and we can obtain knowledge of it, this will offer an answer to many 

moral and religious questions. To explain this relation human nature and knowledge we will now 

turn to the main argument of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature,  where Rorty discusses this 

theme extensively.

One of the leading themes in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature is the role of philosophy. 

Rorty argues that philosophy neither is about epistemology nor about the nature of knowledge or 

the nature of man. He rejects the Kantian idea that philosophy is a foundational discipline and 

argues that philosophy is only a conversation.47 Those who see philosophy as a foundational 

discipline presuppose epistemology and the philosophy of mind can offer us an infallible ground 

to gain knowledge.48 Rorty argues for a new role of philosophy, which rises from his view on 

man. He summarizes his main point as follows:

The picture which holds traditional philosophy captive is that of the mind as a great mirror, 

containing  various  representations  –  some accurate,  some  not  –  and  capable  of  being 

studied by pure, nonempirical methods.49

Following  Rorty’s  argument  this  section  sketches  what  Rorty  means  by  the  contingency  of 

selfhood, and how the contingency of selfhood attributes to the contingency of truth.

In the first chapters Rorty discusses the status of philosophy as a foundational discipline. 

According  to  Rorty,  the  Cartesian  picture  of  the  mind  resulted  in  a  new  fundamental 

philosophical question, namely how we can be sure that the representation of reality in our mind 

is correct. Since then one of the tasks of philosophy, even its main task, was to search for the 

foundation of true knowledge.50 It was Descartes who saw the mind as having the possibility to 

'incorrigibly know ' the existence of itself. This Cartesian notion of the incorrigibly known found 

its way into modern philosophy. In modern philosophy we can still see the picture of the mind as 

an inner arena, for instance when we discuss intentions and pain.51 

Descartes places the foundation of knowledge in the mind. It is there that we can find the 

47 Here 'Kantian' is used in the same way Rorty does. When Rorty refers to Kant, or speaks about 'Kantian' 
philosophy, he usually means this idea that philosophy is a foundational discipline. In his writings 'Kantian' 
sometimes is hardly more than the name of this idea. See for example Richard Rorty, Consequences of  
Pragmatism, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982, p. 161. Henceforth referred to as CP.

48 Rorty, Richard, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980, pp. 3-6. 
Henceforth referred to as PMN.

49 PMN, p. 12.
50 Bakker, Mariëtte and Jan Flameling, 'Richard Rorty', in: Maarten Doorman and Heleen Pott,  Filosofen van deze  

Tijd, Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2002, pp. 278-292. See p. 281.
51 PMN, pp. 68-69. This view is worked out in detail in the first chapter of PMN.
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basic  principles  on which  all  other  knowledge  can be founded.  This  presupposes  a  division 

between  the  physical  and  the  mental  that  is  entirely  new in  the  history of  philosophy.  The 

definition of 'mind' has changed considerably. In Platonic philosophy only the unchanging ideas 

were known by the mind (nous) and the mind had nothing to do with our knowledge of the 

material  world that  is known by the senses.  On the contrary,  modern philosophers primarily 

associate mind with beliefs, desires and pains, things a Platonist never would have associated 

with  nous.52 Rorty  refers  to  the  philosophy  of  Descartes  to  explain  why  nowadays  the 

phenomenal  and  intentional  are  called  'the  mental',  instead  of  the  universals  and  ideas  that 

according to Platonic philosophy belong to the realm of the mental.

The first problem that arises if we try to found the certainty of our knowledge in the mind 

is this changing definition of mind. Philosophy has often distinguished between mind and body, 

but it has not become clear what constitutes the mind. Plato taught that the nous is the faculty by 

which we know the eternal,  real ideas, which are of a wholly different order than the world 

around us. On the contrary, Descartes saw the mind as the mirror in which this world is reflected. 

In Platonic philosophy our relation to this world, the world of appearances, was such that we had 

to struggle to come out of it. In Cartesian thought our relation to this world became indirect, 

meaning that we know this world by the reflection in our mind. However, although Cartesian and 

Platonic philosophies speak about this world in a wholly different manner, there is an important 

similarity: our relation with the world we want to know – whether it is the world of the ideas or 

this world – is mediated by the mind. In both cases the mind is seen as the mirror of nature.

According to  Rorty the  Cartesian view that  our  mind is  the  mirror  of  nature,  leads to 

several philosophical questions. The indirectness of our relation to this world will always lead to 

the  question  how  we  can  be  sure  of  our  knowledge.53 This  led  to  epistemology  as  a  new 

philosophical discipline. A basic criticism on epistemology is given by Rorty when he describes 

how Descartes' conception of the mind influenced philosophers such as Locke and Kant:

This project of learning more about what we could know and how we might know it better 

by studying how our mind worked was eventually to be christened “epistemology.” But 

before the project could come to full self-consciousness, a way had to be found of making 

it  a  nonempirical project.  It  had to  be a  matter  of  armchair  reflection,  independent  of 

physiological discoveries and capable of producing necessary truths.54

52 PMN, p. 67.
53 PMN, p. 126.
54 PMN, p. 137.
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This quotation expresses why Rorty refuses to see philosophy as epistemology. He rejects the 

presupposition that it is possible to produce necessary truths, contrary to the empirical, everyday 

way to gain knowledge. It presupposes a distinction between necessary and contingent truths 

which Rorty does not want to acknowledge.

Rorty rejects the Platonic idea that necessary and contingent truths can be known by two 

different faculties, and wants to speak about all knowledge in the same way. 

Our certainty will be a matter of conversation between persons, rather than a matter of 

interaction  with  nonhuman  reality.  So  we  shall  not  see  a  difference  in  kind  between 

“necessary” and “contingent” truths. At most, we shall see differences in degree of ease in 

objecting to our beliefs.55

Rorty describes both self and certainty as products of our relation to the world. The self is only 

the identity that is formed by our interaction with the world. There is no given human nature; 

there is not something 'truly human' and there is no self that tells us who we really are.56 The 

human self is nothing more than 'a web of relations that can be rewoven'.57 Therefore no human 

self or mind can lead us to necessary truths.

We can say that Rorty's rejection of the non-contingent human self is rather pragmatic. 

Given the changing conceptions of mind, it is not clear what the human mind or human self is. 

Therefore, it is of no use to see the mind as a mediator between us and the world we want to 

know. The human self will not offer us the certainty we may want to reach, simply because we 

cannot be sure what the human self consists of. We cannot say more about the human self than 

that it is formed in interaction with the world. The intersubjectivity of certainty and truth brings 

us to the next point in our discussion: the contingency of community.

2.1.4 Solidarity and the Contingency of Community

Rorty claims that we cannot attain certainty by referring to something outside our community. 

The previous sections have clarified why he beliefs objective knowledge to be unattainable. Still, 

the question remains what kind of knowledge solidarity will offer us. If it is useless to say that 

our language or self is related to the 'real' world, it can still be asked if the community is related 

to the 'real' world, and offers certain knowledge. When we speak about truth, what does it mean 

that even the community is contingent? 

55 PMN, p. 157.
56 CIS, pp. 27, 35.
57 CIS, p. 43.
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In 'The Contingency of a Liberal Community' Rorty describes how he envisages the ideal 

liberal community. In his view this is a community in which 'no trace of divinity remained', a 

community in which the individuals derive the meaning of their life from nothing else than other 

human beings.58 His main point can be summed up as follows:

…the citizens of my liberal utopia would be people who had a sense of the contingency of 

their  language  of  moral  deliberation,  and  thus  of  their  consciences,  and  thus  of  their 

community. They would be liberal ironists (...) people who combined commitment with a 

sense of the contingency of their own commitment.59

The way Rorty speaks about the contingency of community is related to his rejection of the idea 

that the community as a whole is related to something absolute. In history many communities 

saw themselves as related to God or some divine reality. In western countries there was a strong 

link between God, nation, politics, and social customs. 

The first chapter sketched several reasons why this link between God and community is no 

longer  self-evident.  Rorty’s  claim  that  the  community  is  contingent  can  be  regarded  as  a 

conclusion  following  from the  disappearance  of  this  self-evident  relation  between  God  and 

community. When the existence and character of God are no longer self-evident, morality and 

anthropology also lose their self-evidentiality. God, moral law or human nature no longer offer 

the community something external to which it could be related and it follows that the community 

is contingent.

The contingency of the community has important consequences for the moral and political 

discussions. All political and social decisions become interpersonal, because it is impossible to 

move  beyond  the  community  to  ground  this  community  in  something  objective.  Only  the 

opposite  is  possible.  We  can  speak  about  objectivity  within  our  community.  In  that  case 

objectivity becomes the same as intersubjectivity and thus is reduced to a form of solidarity. 

When Rorty speaks about objective knowledge, he means this intersubjective knowledge that 

actually is a form of solidarity. He still rejects a more platonic form of objectivity that relates our 

community to something absolute that is external to this community.60 

In a contingent community people have to justify their point of view by referring to its 

contribution to that community. Since it is impossible to refer to some absolute principles outside 

the communion, a treatise or a sermon will be useless. A sermon and a treatise presuppose that 

58 CIS, p. 45.
59 CIS, p. 61.
60 PP1, p. 22.
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there are shared basic presuppositions from where we can build up our argument. However, there 

are no basic principles on which everyone will agree and thus arguing will not convince people. 

According to Rorty, the best way to speak about morality is in a narrative. If we want to change 

the moral attitude it is more useful to write a novel than to write a treatise. Likewise a movie will 

have more impact than a sermon. We cannot argue, but we can sketch a new way for people to 

live. People just have to see the alternative, and then they can see or try if it is a better way of life 

or not.61 Rorty summarizes his point as follows:

The novelist can put the situation of the poor into language, not the liberal theorists. The 

metaphysian's  association  of  theory  with  social  hope  and  of  literature  with  private 

perfection is, in an ironist liberal culture, reversed.62

We are looking for a better world, but we cannot find the blueprint of this world anywhere. That 

is why we have to use our imagination instead of argumentation. 

It can be concluded that Rorty's main argument in the contingency of language, self and 

community is the impossibility to know how the world really is. His rejection of truth is based on 

this impossibility to justify our convictions. The question that remains is if this emphasis on 

contingency leads to relativism or not. If Rorty is a relativist, claiming that there is no truth, this 

also will exclude the traditional view of God. 

2.1.5 Pragmatism vs. Relativism

At first glance Rortyan philosophy has many relativist characteristics. Rorty's rejection of moral 

law,  human self  and objectivity  seems to lead to it.  However,  Rorty will  argue that  he is  a 

pragmatist,  and  that  a  pragmatist  is  no  relativist.  This  section  discusses  Rorty's  view  on 

pragmatism and its relation to relativism. It will be explained what he means when he states that 

a pragmatist is neither a realist nor a relativist. This clarifies how Rorty sees the relation between 

us and the world, and what this means for his ideas on truth.

Rorty starts his discussion on pragmatism and relativism by distinguishing three kinds of 

relativism. The first form of relativism claims that every belief is as good as every other. Rorty 

disagrees with this view. Although he claims that we cannot know the world as it is, he does not 

say that we can assert anything we want about the world. He acknowledges a difference between 

true and false, about which we can be as certain as about the difference between nourishing and 

61 CIS, p. xvi.
62 CIS, p. 94.
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poisonous foods.63 There are cases that it  does make a difference what we say or believe in 

everyday affairs, and the same can be true regarding religion. This conviction separates Rortyan 

philosophy from this strict first form of relativism. 

A second form of relativism claims that 'true' has as many meanings as there are procedures 

of justification. In that case truth is relative because the procedure of justification is relative. This 

view is also discarded by Rorty. Both positions offer a positive, rather than a negative, definition 

of relativism, which is  unacceptable  to Rorty,  since both claim to know the nature of truth. 

Instead of these positive relativistic views the Rortyan pragmatist is

...making the purely negative point that we should drop the traditional distinction between 

knowledge and opinion, construed as the distinction between truth as correspondence to 

reality and truth as a commendatory term for well-justified beliefs.64

This third form of relativism claims that the difference between knowledge and opinion is not 

useful, because this distinction presupposes that knowledge has to do with truth as corresponding 

to reality. 

The idea that truth is correspondence to reality can be found not only in the Platonic65 

distinction  between  the  real  world  of  ideas  and  this  world  of  appearances,  but  also  in  the 

Cartesian notion of the world outside us and our mind as a mirror of this world. In both of these 

cases the question arises how we can know the real world, given that there is a fundamental split 

between us and that world. This split between us and the real world gives rise to the question 

how we can know things at all. Rorty argues that this question cannot be answered. We cannot 

reach absolute certainty, because we cannot answer the question whether what we believe really 

is the truth or not.66 As a consequence, knowledge can be no more than just another well-justified 

belief. 

 This third form of relativism is not a new – relativist – creed regarding knowledge like the 

first  two,  but  a  pragmatic  point  of  view  that  is  adopted  because  we  did  not  reach  certain 

knowledge. Rorty agrees with this third sense of relativism for entirely pragmatic reasons, and 

thus  cannot  be  called  a  relativist  in  the  strict  sense  of  the  word.  When  Rorty  says  that  a 

pragmatist is no relativist we have to keep in mind that he uses his own, specific definition of 

63 PP4, p. 89.
64 PP1, pp. 23-24.
65 PSH, p. xii. Rorty uses Platonism as a name for these distinctions (appearance-reality, matter-mind, made-found, 

sensible-intellectual, etc.).
66 In this sense Rorty can be called a relativist, because he agrees with those who say that we cannot choose 

between incompatible, philosophical theories. See CP, p. 167.
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relativism. In that context ‘relativism’ means something like ‘the idea that every conviction and 

every procedure of justification,  however  weird it  is,  is  equally valid’.  A position that  is  so 

extreme that it is very likely that there are no relativists.

A weaker  definition of relativism might  be ‘the idea that  we cannot  finally justify our 

convictions or procedures of justification’. This still is a positive definition, contrary to Rorty’s 

third  definition  that  is  negative.  According to  this  definition,  Rorty  will  be  one  of  the  first 

relativists. It must be concluded that Rorty, in claiming that he is no relativist, mainly says that 

we cannot say whatever we want about the world, but that he should have explained his view in 

more detail. Now, he rejects relativism after giving it its most extreme interpretation. 

.In  Rortyan  pragmatism  only  one  possible  difference  is  left  between  knowledge  and 

opinion, which is how easily a belief is intersubjectively justified.67 Assuming this, knowledge 

can still be used as referring to more certain knowledge than opinion. However, neither can reach 

the level of absolute certainty or be related to some world that is more real than our everyday 

world. Therefore, in Rortyan pragmatism knowledge and opinion no longer differ in character. 

Both knowledge and opinion are in some way related to this world. Nevertheless, the question 

regarding the reality of this world and the certainty of our knowledge become useless if we 

realize that we cannot move beyond this world to answer such questions.

 One might wonder what position Rortyan philosophy takes in the realism-idealism debate. 

If he is no relativist the questions still remains how Rorty speaks about the reality of this world. 

Rorty's contingency of language theory showed us that he does not reject  the common sense 

statement that the world exists apart from our perception, thus he will say that this world is real 

in some way. However, he does claim that there exists no truth in this world for us to see and that 

speaking about the real world is useless. The question remains what Rorty means when he says 

that this world exists. What this means in the realism vs. idealism debate he explains:

The residual essentialism of common sense may rejoin to all this that antiessentialism is a 

sort of linguistic idealism: a way of suggesting that there was really nothing there to be 

talked about before people began talking – that objects are artefacts of language. But this 

rejoinder is  a confusion between the question 'How do we pick out  objects?'  and,  'Do 

objects antedate being picked out by us?' The antisessentialist has no doubt that there were 

trees and stars long before there were statements about trees and stars.  But the fact  of 

antecedent existence is of no use in giving sense to the question, 'What are trees and stars 

apart from their relations to other things – apart from our statements about them?'68 

67 PSH, pp. 50-51.
68 PSH, p. 58.
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Apart from his statement that truth is unknowable, Rorty states here that we cannot speak about 

an object apart from its relation to other things. Not only is there no essence for us to know, there 

is  not  even  an  essence  apart  from the  relation  of  one  object  to  another  or  apart  from our 

statements. However, this does not mean that there are no objects and that objects actually are 

linguistic entities. 

Rorty's rejection of a real world and his statement that there are objects seem to contradict 

each other. His position follows from his twofold explanation of 'real'.69 Rorty agrees with the 

common sense intuition that it is nonsense to say that there was no tree before we started talking 

about it. He wants to maintain the common sense idea that the tree was there before we saw it or 

spoke about it. In this sense the tree exists and is real. Rorty's point is that there is no other tree, a 

Platonic tree-in-itself, apart from the tree we can see and speak about. The tree that we discover, 

and use for everyday purposes, is the only tree that concerns us. In this way, Rorty rejects the 

traditional Platonic distinction between appearance and reality.70 However, he does not argue for 

strict relativism by saying that the tree is not really there. 

In several passages, Rorty discusses how our relation to the world can be expressed. We 

can derive his position from his passages on realism and idealism. That he is no idealist can be 

inferred from passages such as the one quoted above where he claims that it is nonsense to reject 

the common sense notion that an object antedates being picked out by us. Thus, Rorty does not 

deny the existence of the world apart from us, and the relation between us and the world is at 

least such that it is a relation between two different 'entities'.

That he is no realist has to do with his rejection of the notion 'the world as it is in itself', 

according to him one of the assumptions of realism.71 This passage makes clear that Rorty rejects 

a very Platonic form of realism. When we use the word in an unplatonic sense it can be said that 

Rorty is a realist:

I think one comes to a position in which the only version of ‘realism’ one has left is the 

trivial,  uninteresting,  and commonsensical  one which says that  all  true beliefs  are true 

because  things  are  as  they  are.  This  is  uninteresting  because  it  says  only  that  the 

production of true beliefs is a matter of causal relations between language users and the 

rest of the universe, and that if either were different, their relations would be different.72

69 PMN, p. 311.
70 PSH, p. 50.
71 PSH, p. 150.
72 Rorty, Richard, Truth and Progress, Philosophical Papers volume 3, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998, p. 94. Henceforth referred to as PP3.
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In his rejection of realism, Rorty uses a specific definition of realism as he did in the case of 

relativism. In the above quotation he claims that he is a realist in a commonsensical way, which 

is  rather  trivial  and  uninteresting.  However,  after  rejecting  Platonic  realism  he  might  have 

explained his own position with reference to other forms of realism.

According to Rorty, both strict relativism and Platonic realism are attempts to view the 

world from nowhere, which he frequently refers to in a somewhat ironic fashion as 'from a God's 

eye view'.73 We cannot see beyond our perception. From our point of view – and that is the only 

one we have! – it simply makes no sense to speak about a reality that is more real than our 

everyday world.

Rorty rejects realism and relativism, and claims that our relation to this world is a causal 

relation. When our relation with the world is primarily a causal one, we have to ask ourselves 

whether there are facts at all. It seems a common sense notion that we can know things about the 

world for certain, and it is not unusual to call these things facts. We have seen that Rorty will not 

deny that the tree really exists. At first sight we are able to say that it is a fact that there is a tree 

over there. Nevertheless, Rorty claims that facts cannot be true. So what  can be said about the 

world and our relation with it? The following statement clarifies Rorty's point:

If we cease to attempt to make sense of the idea of such a nonhuman language, we shall 

not be tempted to confuse the platitude that  the world may cause us to be justified in 

believing a sentence true with the claim that the world splits itself up, on its own initiative, 

into sentence-shaped chunks called “facts.”74

There is no language that speaks about this world in an absolute sense which offers us the real 

truth about this world. Therefore the true sentences cannot be entities lying in this world waiting 

to be discovered. It is this which Rorty means when he says that there are no facts. However, the 

world does exist before we speak about it and thus a belief can be justified. The belief that there 

stands a tree in our garden can be justified, and we know very well how to do it.

Such a simple conviction about a simple object like a tree can be called a fact. However, if 

such a belief is called a fact, this implies that we have redefined 'fact', since it has lost its former 

connotation  of  ‘something  that  lies  waiting  in  the  world  until  we  discover  it.’  Instead  a 

pragmatist can define 'fact' as ‘something the world caused us to believe and we can agree on 

intersubjectively’.

73 PP3, p. 43.
74 CIS, p. 5.
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Although Rorty rejects the idea that the world contains facts, he does say that the world 

causes us to believe that a sentence is true. He even claims that this conviction is a platitude. 

Regardless of the exact definition of ‘real’75, the world is real enough to cause us to believe one 

thing and discard another. Because of this causal relation we are in touch with reality. 

Here, pragmatism differs from the stronger forms of relativism, as Rorty defines them. This 

way  of  being  in  touch  with  reality  is  an  idea  also  developed  in  Davidson’s  philosophy  of 

language. Discussing the ideas of Davidson, Rorty agrees with his view on our relation with the 

world:

...he (Davidson) takes us to be in touch with reality in all areas of culture – ethics as well as 

physics, literary criticism as well as biology – in a sense of “in touch with” which does not 

mean “representing reasonably accurately” but simply “caused by and causing.”76

Rorty often clarifies his views on our relation to the world in Darwinist terms. He describes this 

concord between Darwinist philosophy and his own ideas by focussing on coping:

The link between Darwinism and pragmatism is clearest if one asks oneself the following 

question: At what point in biological evolution did organisms stop just coping with reality 

and start representing it? To pose the riddle is to suggest the answer: Maybe they never did 

start representing it.77

Our fundamental relation to this world is one of coping and this excludes relativism. It is because 

of this relation of coping that it makes sense to say that the world causes us to belief things. In 

coping with the world it does matter how we act and which convictions we hold.78 

In this Darwinist world view beliefs are not pictures of the world, but rather ways by which 

we adopt an attitude to the environment. Rorty uses causality as opposed to representationalism.79 

The focus on coping replaces the representationalist  idea that our sentences depict the world. 

Since Rorty uses representationalism in a strict Platonic sense of the word, we can say that he 

only denied the Platonic real world, but never denied that our everyday world exists independent 

of us.80 We might say that Rorty, after rejecting Platonic realism, does not turn to idealism as the 

75  Rorty’s rejection of the distinction between reality and appearance at least excludes the possibility that real 
means ‘what is opposed to this world of appearances’. Only a very down to earth definition of real can be in 
accord with Rortyan philosophy.

76 PP1, p. 9.
77 PSH, p. 269.
78 PSH, p. 33.
79 PP3, p. 49.
80 Thus we might even say that he defends the correspondence theory of truth in the most basic sense of the word, 

28



only alternative, but rather turns to something that can be called Darwinist realism.81

The statement that we cannot speak about absolute truth is not because we are disconnected 

to the world, but rather because we are too closely related to it. We are not in a position to judge 

objectively, which would require a God’s eye view. This brings us to a fundamental reason why 

Rorty rejects absolute statements regarding the truth of things: we are coping with the world, and 

this does not offer the required distance to judge objectively. 

2.1.6 The Basic Impossibility of Objectivity

The sections on the contingency of language, self and the community, may lead to the conviction 

that Rorty is a relativist. By stating this he implies that everything is contingent in a very strict 

way. However, we saw in the previous section that Rorty can only be called a relativist when it 

comes  to  denying  the  difference  between  knowledge  and  opinion.  He  basically  denies  this 

difference because it gives the impression that knowledge is absolutely certain, while opinion is 

not. Speaking about knowledge involves a level of certainty we cannot attain, not because any 

opinion is as good as every other, but because we cannot judge our opinions in a final way. We 

cannot justify our basic presuppositions, which would be required for objective justification.

This raises the question whether the thesis that we cannot judge our opinions in a final way, 

is  primarily  philosophical  or  pragmatic.  Does  Rorty  offer  logical  arguments  to  prove  that 

objectivity  is  impossible,  or  is  his  main  proof  rather  pragmatic?  In  this  case  it  can  also be 

maintained that Rorty should primarily be read as a pragmatist,  as is the case with regard to 

relativism.  This thesis is  supported by the way Rorty explains his philosophical  views in an 

autobiographical article.

In 'Trotsky and the Wild Orchids' Rorty describes his own intellectual development, and 

gives a personal account of why he dropped the idea of absolute truth. He describes how he was 

attracted  by the  Platonic  idea  that  there  was  a  place  where  Truth  could  be  found,  and  that 

discovering this place would mean the end of hypotheses.82 However it did not become clear to 

him if Platonic philosophy offered irrefutable argument, or whether reaching the Truth offered 

only  private  bliss.83 When  it  would  only  offer  private  bliss,  the  attained  truth  could  not  be 

communicated to others - at least not in a convincing way - and the quest for agreement would 

continue. After some attempts Rorty discovered that the quest for final justification is doomed to 

fail:

as he says in PP3, p. 82.
81 PP1, p. 10.
82 PSH, p. 9.
83 PSH, pp. 9-10.
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The more philosophers I read, the clearer it seemed that each of them could carry their views 

back to first principles which were incompatible with the first principles of their opponents, and 

that none of them ever got to that fabled place 'beyond hypotheses'. (...) Eventually I got over the 

worry about circular argumentation by deciding that the test of philosophical truth was overall 

coherence, rather than deducibility from unquestioned first principles.84

Here,  Rorty explains his turn to a  more contingent  view on truth and morality,  since it  had 

become impossible to find unquestioned first principles. After his quest for truth, he concluded 

that every philosophical discussion would end in a disagreement on first principles, at a point 

where further discussion was impossible and he did no longer believe in a possibility to find 

truth. 

There would only be a 'higher' aim of inquiry called 'truth' if there were such a thing as 

ultimate  justification  –  justification  before  God,  or  before  the  tribunal  or  reason,  as 

opposed to any merely finite human audience.85

This ultimate justification before God, or before the tribunal of reason, proved to be impossible. 

This does not mean that God or reason are empty terms, or do not exist. The main point in this 

quotation is that justification before God or reason is impossible. It still may be true that God or 

reason can tell us the truth and that there is a truth that is absolutely certain.  Excluding this 

possibility also requires a God's eye view we do not have. However, even if an absolute truth 

does exist, it must be said that we are not able to agree about what God or reason is telling us 

regarding that truth.  It is exactly this practical impossibility to reach common ground that is 

Rorty’s main point. 

It  might  be  asked  if  these  quotes  in  one  autobiographical  article  really  show  us  the 

fundamental reason why Rorty rejects objectivity. There are two reasons why it can be said that 

this article offers information that is fundamental in Rorty's philosophy. The first reason is that 

Rorty wrote this article with the purpose to explain his main points in an autobiographical way.86 

The second reason is that the same argumentation occurs several times in his other writings, 

although less detailed. In a phrase that reminds us of Plato's allegory of the cave he states in a 

later article:

84 PSH, p. 10.
85 PSH, p. 38.
86 PSH, p. 5.
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We will always be held captive by some picture or other, for this is merely to say we shall 

never escape from language or  from metaphor  – never see either  God or the Intrinsic 

Nature of Reality face to face.87

The basic problem is that we cannot see what we need to in order to answer the fundamental 

metaphysical questions, whether about the world, whether about the foundation of knowledge, 

whether about God, or even about morality. It is important to note that this applies to all kinds of 

knowledge. Rorty does not distinguish between knowledge and opinion, and so he will also not 

distinguish between knowledge about God or about this world in a fundamental way. In all these 

instances our knowledge has the same imperfectness:

Metaphysical questions like 'does God exist?' and 'is the spatiotemporal world real?' are 

undiscussable  because there is  no list  of 'neutral'  canonical  designators  by reference  to 

which they might be answered. (...) We [then] should have to have somehow transcended 

both God and the world so as to see them against a 'neutral' background.88

Rorty does not deny final justification because there is no God, world, moral law, or human self, 

but because we cannot reach a point from where we can see such absolute, final truths clearly. 

The basic point Rorty makes is that speaking about these things has no use, because it does not 

lead to agreement between conversation partners. He does not want to answer the ontological 

questions about what things really exist, because the only way by which we can attain knowledge 

is  by pragmatic  methods and these methods will  never  lead to knowledge that  is  absolutely 

certain.  Again  this  is  no  epistemological  statement,  but  rather  a  conclusion  drawn from the 

problems that arise if we attempt to reach such a final common ground. 

We must conclude that a pragmatist  is neither a relativist,  nor a realist, nor an idealist. 

Also, a pragmatist does not use contingency as a new philosophical starting point, which would 

almost  make  him an  idealist  who  disagrees  with  most  of  our  common  sense  intuitions.  He 

emphasizes the practical impossibility to reach objectivity in an absolute sense, but he agrees 

with  the  everyday  use  of  words  like  'know',  'objective',  'fact',  and  'reason'.89 He  rejects  the 

Platonic  definitions of these terms,  but  does not reject  the everyday use of these words.  He 

teaches us to be humble when we speak about truth, be it philosophical or religious.90

87 PP3, p. 80. See also CP, p. xix.
88 PP4, p. 20.
89 PP3, p. 44.
90 For example in PP3, p. 3 Rorty claims that we should not even try to specify the nature of truth. 
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2.2 Rorty on Social Justice
In the analysis of Rorty's ideas about truth, we have seen that he disagrees with speaking about 

truth in an absolute sense. The question should be raised what this means in practical discussions, 

where value judgements like 'true' or 'false', 'better' or 'worse' are made continually. What does it 

mean to say that  something is  'true',  after  rejecting  the existence of  an  absolute  truth?  This 

question is answered in the following section by analysing Rorty's social philosophy on the use 

of these value judgements. 

In several of his essays Rorty argues that the liberal community is the ideal community and 

connects his pragmatism to political liberalism. When Rorty discusses this political and ethical 

subject value judgements are used several times. Therefore a sketch of this subject gives us good 

opportunity to see how Rorty's pragmatism functions in everyday life. It will also answer the 

critical question if pragmatism works in solving moral problems, and if Rorty’s social philosophy 

corresponds with his rejection of the idea that we can know the truth.

This  section offers  a  case  study to illustrate  Rorty's  pragmatism.  Discussing his  social 

philosophy will make it easier and more natural to turn from Rorty's philosophy to theology. In 

his rejection of metaphysics Rorty rejects the existence of a moral law as well as the existence of 

God. Therefore, his description of how moral themes still can be discussed, combined with his 

rejection  of  any  final  morality,  may  show  us  which  possibilities  his  pragmatism  offers  in 

speaking about God. 

In Philosophy and Social Hope Rorty displays through several essays how his pragmatism 

can be applied to politics and morality. The justification of our acts and beliefs has to be sought 

within our community,  because it is not possible to justify them with reference to something 

outside this world or outside this community. However, the consequence of such justification is 

not that all moral positions are as good:

It is one thing to say, falsely, that there is nothing to choose between us and the Nazis. It is 

another  thing  to  say,  correctly,  that  there  is  no  neutral,  common ground  to  which  an 

experienced Nazi philosopher and I can repair in order to argue out our differences. That 

Nazi and I will always strike one another as begging all the crucial questions, arguing in 

circles.91

Rorty will not deny that there is a choice between one way of living and another, as well as a 

possibility to call the one better than the other. However, there is no common ground, such as 

91 Rorty, Richard, Philosophy and Social Hope, London: Penguin Books, 1999, p. 15.  Henceforth referred to as 
PSH.
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human nature,  rationality,  moral  law or  God,  to  which  we can  turn  to  give  our  opinions  a 

definitive justification.

Rather than speaking about a moral nature or a human self,  Rorty speaks about human 

beings as centerless networks of beliefs and desires. This network of beliefs and desires is not 

natural  to  a  person,  but  historically  grown.  By  the  historical  circumstances  we  gain  our 

vocabularies and opinions. In decision making we can search for overlap between our network 

and that of the others, but there is nothing more essential we can refer to.92 Important in Rorty's 

analysis of pragmatic justification is his speaking about solidarity and narrative. 

Rorty  chooses  this  emphasis  on  solidarity  and  narrative  because,  as  he  calls  it,  the 

'traditional  Western  metaphysico-epistemological  way  of  firming  up  our  habits  simply  isn't 

working anymore'.93 Therefore he concludes:

...that we think of our sense of community as having no foundation except shared hope 

and the trust created by such sharing – is put forward on practical grounds. It is  not put 

forward as a corollary of a metaphysical claim that the objects in the world contain no 

intrinsically  action-guiding  properties,  nor  of  an  epistemological  claim that  we  lack  a 

faculty of moral sense, nor of a semantical claim that truth is reducible to justification. It is 

a suggestion about how we might think of ourselves in order to avoid the kind of resentful 

belatedness which now characterizes much of high culture.94

Rorty emphasizes that it is due to practical reasons that it is not possible to find a foundation of 

our community outside it. He does not want to make a metaphysical claim, but he tries to find a 

way to discuss themes such as morality without referring to a moral sense. The claim that there is 

a moral sense or a moral law has proven to be an impossible presupposition leading to problems 

in  the  conversation  that  can  be  avoided.  By  focussing  on  shared  hopes,  and  not  on  some 

metaphysical entity, Rorty wants to make the conversation on ethical and political topics fruitful 

again.

A leading topic in his writing on morality is solidarity. A pragmatist  cannot justify his 

morality in an absolute sense. Yet, he can try to increase solidarity.95 This means that although 

humanity has no fixed goal that should be reached, solidarity might be seen as a kind of goal:

...you cannot aim at 'doing what is right', because you will never know whether you have 

92 PP1, p. 191.
93 PP1, p. 33.
94 PP1, p. 33.
95 PSH, p. 82.
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hit  the  mark.  (...)  But  you  can aim at  ever  more sensitivity  to  pain,  and ever  greater 

satisfaction of ever more various needs.96

In light of these aims we can justify our choices, we can search for agreement, and we can call 

certain actions 'good' or 'bad'. 

Moral choices in this context can be made and justified, although the question arises how to 

argue for one or another choice. Rorty answers this question in accordance with his pragmatist 

world view. The blueprint of the best human society is not to be found somewhere, and we have 

to  discover  in  some  other  way what  might  be  the  best  choice.  Because  there  are  no  basic 

principles from which we can argue towards the solution, we have to work with narratives. In a 

narrative a different way of life is presented to us as an alternative to the present situation. We 

can judge such an alternative by our usual standards, such as greatest happiness, solidarity, etc.

This description of Rorty’s motivation of moral choices shows that we can still speak about 

truth, be it in a less absolute way. We can call the practices we judge to be best ‘good’ and the 

opposite ‘bad’, but then we have to keep in mind that we are using the idea of truth in a minimal 

and contingent sense. We are not referring to some absolute truth; we are using the concept in a 

more down to earth manner. 

2.3 Pragmatism vs. Darwinism

In many contexts Rorty points at the similarities between his own philosophy and Darwinism. In 

order to decide what theology may gain by taking Rortyan philosophy into account, the exact 

role of Darwinism in Rorty’s philosophy has to be explained. It is important to know whether or 

not Darwinism is used in such a way that it excludes the existence of God. Even if theologians 

were to disagree with creationism and accept the main theses of Darwinism, this remains an 

important point. 

In the average theological discussion, the origin of species and the exact age of this world 

may  be  irrelevant  discussion  points.  However,  there  are  several  themes  in  Darwinism  that 

challenge theology when it speaks about God. For example, the fundamental Darwinist point of 

view that everything has evolved by chance, and that even religion is a result of evolutionary 

processes.  When change and contingency are explained as being the basic  principles  of this 

world,  speaking  about  God  becomes  difficult.  In  such  a  context,  the  first  questions  to  be 

answered are if Darwinism does exclude the existence of God and if these conclusions really do 

follow from Darwinism.

96 PSH, p. 82.
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In a discussion between theologians and pragmatists  it  makes a  difference whether  the 

pragmatist uses Darwinist principles as a starting point or not. When Darwinism is used as a 

dogma  that  offers  first  principles,  this  would  mean  that  Darwinism  leads  to  pragmatism. 

However,  it  might  be the other  way around. It  could be that  pragmatic  arguments lead to a 

Darwinist world view. In the first case the dialogue will be difficult because the first principles of 

the  conversation partners  differ.  In  the  second case,  when pragmatism comes first,  it  is  not 

necessary to argue about the questions raised by Darwinism, because the Darwinist arguments of 

the conversation partner are secondary.

Although Rorty is commonly known as a pragmatist, this does not necessarily clarify his 

position towards Darwinism. Pragmatism is often seen as a kind of philosophy that follows from 

Darwinism, because it stresses contingency from a Darwinist perspective. Rorty certainly is a 

pragmatist  and he does accept Darwinism. However,  pragmatism and Darwinism are not the 

same, and it is important to know which of the two is more fundamental in Rortyan philosophy. 

Knowing  Rorty’s  point  of  departure  will  clarify  what  he  means  with  contingency. This 

clarification is important because a strict interpretation of contingency contradicts the existence 

of God. Therefore, it is of importance to the dialogue between Rortyan philosophy and theology 

whether Rorty’s philosophical ideas follow from Darwinism or not.

2.3.1 Darwinism and Contingency

Rorty mentions the relation between Darwinism and pragmatism in several contexts. When he 

explains  the  contingency  of  language,  he  regularly  refers  to  Darwinism  to  illustrate  his 

philosophy of language. The idea that language evolved blindly is put forth as an alternative to 

the idea that language depicts the world:  

Nietzschean history of culture, and Davidsonian philosophy of language, see language as 

we  now  see  evolution,  as  new  forms  of  life  constantly  killing  off  old  forms  –  not 

accomplish a higher purpose, but blindly.97

This  Darwinist  explanation  of  language  illustrates  the  way  in  which  we  are  related  to  our 

environment. This relation is presupposed by Rorty, as discussed in the section on pragmatism 

and relativism. This leads us to one of Rorty’s statements where it seems that he uses Darwinism 

as a starting point:

97 CIS, p. 19.
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So they [pragmatists] start with a Darwinian account of human beings as animals doing 

their  best  to cope with the environment – doing their  best to develop tools which will 

enable them to enjoy more pleasure and less pain. Words are among the tools which these 

clever animals have developed. There is no way in which tools can take one out of touch 

with reality. (...) The very idea of 'being out of touch with reality' presupposes the un-

Darwinian, Cartesian picture of a mind which somehow swings free of the causal forces 

exerted on the body.98

Here  Rorty  sketches  human  beings  as  standing  in  this  world,  trying  to  cope  with  their 

environment.  There  is  no possibility  to  discover  either  the  right  morality,  or  the  essence  of 

humanity. Therefore, morality and language, like man himself, are products of evolution. This 

makes it possible for Rorty to state that there is no difference between, on the one hand, 'true and 

false' and, on the other hand, 'useful and useless'. The only thing we can do is cope with the 

world. Thus, we will discover what works and what does not. The next thing we can do is to call 

the things that work ‘good’ and the things that do not work ‘bad’. In such a context ‘good’ and 

‘useful’ are the same.99 

The contingency of truth, one of the main themes in Rortyan philosophy, can easily be 

explained in Darwinist terms. However, despite the resemblance, it cannot be said that Rorty’s 

philosophical  ideas are primarily  motivated  by Darwinism.  The claim that  we cannot  find a 

human essence or right morality is not only a conclusion that follows from Darwinist views. 

Although Rorty explains his view in Darwinist terms, he does not conclude it from Darwinist 

presuppositions. I will now explain this.

In  the  first  chapter  we  saw  that  Rorty  reaches  his  conclusion  mainly  with  pragmatic 

arguments. Rorty’s main point is not that truth, moral law, and other such notions do not exist, 

but that they are useless topics to speak about. It was the philosophical and social practice that 

convinced  him  that  we  are  unable  to  reach  common  ground.  We  cannot  give  our  theories 

absolute foundation, because do not have the required God's eye view. There may be such a 

God’s eye view, a place from where everything is seen clearly and objectively and where all 

things  are  known as  a  certainty,  but  we simply  cannot  reach it.  This  seems to  be the  most 

important  reason for  Rorty to view language and knowledge in the same way that  we view 

evolution. Living in this world, we have to start from our own experiences when we reason, 

discover and speak.

Rorty  rejects  speaking  about  essences  primarily  because  of  the  impossibility  to  give 

98 PSH, pp. xxii-xxiii.
99 PSH, p. 65.
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anything a final foundation. However, he never denies God’s existence.100 Given the possibility 

that God exists, it is also possible that there is a God’s eye view, or an absolute foundation.101 In 

that case his claim that we are not able to reach this God’s eye view is decisive when he rejects 

speaking about essences. Whether God, moral law and human nature exist or not is an issue on 

which we cannot decide, since we are unable to agree upon something so ‘essential’. Therefore, 

and for no other reason, backing up our arguments by referring to such an absolute entity is 

useless. It is very likely that it will fail to convince our conversation partner. According to Rorty, 

we have to use more down to earth, pragmatic arguments if we want to reach agreement about 

religious and moral subjects.

Rorty  does  not  use  Darwinism  as  an  intellectual  framework  from  which  to  start  his 

philosophy. This already is clear after analysing his argumentation. A second reason why Rorty 

cannot  be called  a  Darwinist  is  that  this  is  not  in  agreement  with Rortyan  pragmatism.  His 

pragmatic  rejection  of  the  certainty  of  first  principles  implies  that  he  cannot  use  Darwinist 

principles as first grounds. He explicitly rejects the idea that Darwin describes the world as it 

really is, so that Darwinism can be used as a starting point in every argumentation.102 Since Rorty 

does not use Darwinism as foundational, we need to be careful not to pin down the dialogue 

between theology and Rortyan philosophy on a basic disagreement in their world view.  

In summary,  there are three reasons why Rorty is a pragmatist rather than a Darwinist. 

Firstly, he rejects speaking about an absolute truth for pragmatic reasons, while he could have 

chosen a Darwinist argumentation. Secondly, he does not deny God’s existence, and in doing so 

he does not  rule  out  the possibility  that  there  is  some final  common ground. Finally,  Rorty 

explicitly rejects the use of Darwinism as a first ground or a description of reality. Therefore, we 

cannot  reject  Rorty's  ideas on the  contingency of  truth simply because  we do not  share  his 

Darwinist, contingent world view. 

It is too simple to claim that we believe in a God who gives meaning to this existence and 

then  reject  Rorty’s  emphasis  on  contingency.  The  emphasis  on  contingency  in  Rortyan 

philosophy is separate from his Darwinist ideas. He gives more arguments for his view on truth 

and for his pragmatism, and we should pay careful attention to them. 

100This will be elaborated in 3.1.1
101Note that a morality ‘given by God’ is different from a ‘moral law’. A moral law may be objective in the 

Platonic sense of the word. A moral given by God is not.
102A claim made by Rorty for example in PP3, p. 48, where he states that he does not want to argue in a realist way 

like 'Because Darwin tells us how things really and truly are, it behooves us to adjust our self-image to suit.' Or 
even stronger in PP3, p. 152, where Rorty says that he wants to deny that Darwin describes reality, or human 
beings better than anybody else. In both passages he says that Darwinism is useful because by this way of 
thinking many philosophical problems can be avoided.
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2.3.2 Darwinism and Social Justice

Rorty frequently uses Darwinism to illustrate his ideas in his speaking on justice. However, also 

in his social philosophy Darwinism is not the only presupposition that is needed to reach Rorty's 

point of view. It is even possible to reach the opposite conclusions in a Darwinist context. When 

Rorty claims that  it  is  not  really  possible  to  explain  why we use concepts  such as  ‘better’, 

‘worse’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in a social context he refers to Darwinism:

When the question 'useful for what?' is pressed, they [the Pragmatists] have nothing to say 

except 'useful to create a better future'. When they are asked, 'Better by what criterion?', 

they have no detailed answer,  any more than the first  mammals could specify in what 

respects they were better than the dying dinosaurs. Pragmatists can only say something as 

vague as: Better in the sense of containing more of what we consider good and less of what 

we consider bad. When asked, 'And what exactly do you consider good?', pragmatists can 

only say, with Whitman, 'variety and freedom', or, with Dewey, 'growth'.103

In this part he explains how it is possible to talk about good and bad when denying the possibility 

to talk about truth in a definitive sense. Reading this quotation in the context of the rest of his 

writings, it seems that he contradicts himself. He argued that there are no final criteria to call 

something good or bad, and there is no final answer to the question why something is better than 

another thing. Given this fact it is not clear why he ends up saying that the pragmatist can answer 

'variety and freedom', or 'growth'.  It  seems he goes too far and that he justifies his ideas by 

Darwinism,  because he chooses typical  Darwinist  terms like variety,  freedom and growth to 

describe ‘the only thing we can say’. By this he would contradict his own pragmatism because as 

a pragmatist he denies the existence of first principles, but now seems to use them himself.

It  seems that  Rorty  uses  Darwinism as  foundational  in  his  social  philosophy after  all. 

Nevertheless,  I do not think Rorty’s social philosophy should be read in this way.  A simple 

example will show that Darwinism does  not allow justifying morality by referring to variety, 

freedom and growth. Darwinism will not tell us how we should live. This can be illustrated by 

using  a  counterexample.  Richard  Dawkins  defends  the  opposite  view,  based  on  the 

presuppositions  of  evolutionism.104 Regarding  social  behaviour,  Dawkins  might  have  said, 

103PSH, p. 27.
104Dawkins, Richard, The Selfish Gene, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999. In this book he argues how not the 

species or the individual, but the genes are involved in a struggle for life. Dawkins starts his philosophy from this 
hypothesis. In this case the reason for social behaviour will never be the survival of mankind as a whole, even 
not the survival of the individual, but the survival of the genes that are 'trying' to survive in this way. A summary 
of this argument and the consequences for morality can be found in Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion, 
London: Black Swan, 2007, pp. 245-254.
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paraphrasing the above quotation of Rorty: 

Darwinists can only say something as vague as: Better in the sense of containing more of 

what we consider good and less of what we consider bad. When asked, 'And what exactly 

do  you  consider  good?',  Darwinists  can  only  say,  in  accordance  with  the  idea  of  the 

survival  of  the  fittest,  'my  kind'  and  'domination',  or,  with  the  struggle  for  live,  'my 

growth'.105 

Given the first principles of Darwinism there is no reason to opt for variety, when actually it is 

about the survival of the fittest. Of course one may try to answer with an evolutionary account of 

why social practices help us survive, but Dawkins will still claim that the relevance of norms 

consists of giving us – or rather our genes – better chances of survival. In this view, variety is not 

a  goal  in  itself,  but  its  only use  is  that  it  offers  our  genes  more  possibilities  of  survival.106 

Dawkins  emphasizes  that  replication  is  an  egoistic  affair,  where  one  thing multiplies  at  the 

expense of the other.

Variety might be called a consequence of the evolutionary process, but there is no reason to 

say that it is good. Rorty may say that variety is good, but Darwinism will not offer the needed 

reasons  to  found  this  thesis.  With  the  same  evolutionary  presuppositions  entirely  different 

conclusions can be reached, and actually are reached by some Darwinist philosophers. This is 

also the case with freedom and growth. Darwinism does not tell us why these things should be 

called good, or more useful than the alternatives. 

We must conclude that Darwinism plays an important role in Rorty's philosophy. However, 

neither  in  his  ideas  on  truth  nor  in  his  ideas  on  social  justice  Darwinism  is  an  essential 

presupposition. 

2.4 Some Rortyan Assumptions

In the previous section we have seen that Rorty's value judgements cannot be explained by his 

105I do not want to claim that Dawkins would say this, he actually does not. But given the way he sees the basic 
principles of Darwinism, this might follow from it. Dawkins will not reduce social phenomena to the survival of 
the selfish gene, but also reckons with the selfish memes [cultural 'unities' that replicate or die], and will not deny 
that it is good to be altruistic. However, according to Dawkins altruism will not follow from our biological nature 
(see The Selfish Gene, p. 139), and that is the main point I want to make here. Given our biological nature, 
something like the way in which I paraphrased Rorty will be more likely to be the result. When the evolutionary 
unit is not seen as the species or the individual, but as gene or meme, Darwinism offers no justification for 
morality. It may be argued that evolution does offer an explanation of morality and altruism by other Darwinists, 
but Dawkins rejects such explanations. (see for example Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, pp. 2, 3, 139) It should be 
clear that Rorty's conviction, that variety, freedom and growth are good, does not follow necessarily from the 
basic principles of Darwinism.

106Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, pp. vii, 11, 33.
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Darwinist ideas. Nevertheless, we saw that he does presuppose that solidarity is a goal worthy to 

be followed. The question arises how Rorty can justify such assumptions in a pragmatic context. 

Rorty justification of his convictions and value judgements will show us how a pragmatist may 

justify his point of view. 

In several passages Rorty speaks about the presupposition that solidarity is a worthy goal 

and gives his justification for this claim:

What you share with them [other people], when you are aware of such moral obligations, 

is not, I argued in Contingency, ‘rationality’ or ‘human nature’ or ‘the fatherhood of God’ 

or ‘knowledge of the Moral Law’, or anything other than ability to symphatize with the 

pain of others.107 

Another example can be found in the passage where Rorty describes how Dewey did not want to 

speak about  the eternal  -  in the Platonic  sense of the word -  but about the future,  and thus 

replaced certainty with hope.108 It is this hope of a better future that functions as a starting point 

in Rorty's moral judgements.

Rorty uses no further arguments to justify this hope. With regard to the importance of hope 

for a better future the only thing Rorty says is this:

So, at 12, I knew that the point of being human was to spend one's life fighting social 

injustice109

He assumes that we share the possibility to feel each other's pain, and that the point of being 

human is to fight injustice and offers no justification. It must be said that here we are finding his 

own first principles. On the basis of these presuppositions he will write about solidarity as the 

goal we have to follow.

This use of solidarity as a utopian dream leads to a rather confusing element in Rortyan 

philosophy.  His  use  of  'solidarity'  has  a  double  meaning.  On  the  one  hand  it  refers  to  the 

justification of our beliefs and actions within our community, as opposed to the attempt to reach 

an absolute and final justification. On the other hand 'solidarity' refers to a utopian goal Rorty 

wants to reach. Because of this goal, he says that we can justify our actions by speaking about 

variety, freedom and growth. 

107PSH, p. 14. Rorty elaborates this point in the 9th chapter of Contingency, Irony and Solidarity. 
108PSH, pp. 29-32.
109PSH, p. 6.
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Rorty's rejection of an absolute truth is based on his rejection of objectivity. It would be 

consistent if he justifies his pragmatic use of 'true and false' on solidarity as 'justification within 

the community'.  In this case his fundamental distinction between objectivity and solidarity is 

applied in a consistent way, because both refer to a method of justification. However, he often 

justifies his social philosophy by referring to solidarity as 'the hope for a better world'.

Rorty’s use of this social utopia as a first principle does not weaken his arguments. This 

way of arguing is actually in accord with his philosophical point of view, that we cannot found 

our first principles. The idea that we cannot justify our first principles does not exclude that we 

have certain first principles, upon which we found at least our own moral choices, whether we try 

to convince others of the worth of them or not. Such a belief can even be very strong. People 

who  are  aware  of  the  contingency  of  their  convictions,  can  still  be  convinced  that  their 

convictions are worth dying for.110 

It can be concluded that Rortyan philosophy excludes speaking about an objective truth, 

but does not exclude the possibility to use 'true' and 'false' in an everyday context. The main 

argument is that we may be strongly convinced that a conviction is true, but that we cannot prove 

any conviction with absolute certainty. 

110 CIS, p. 189.
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3   RORTYAN PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY

The previous chapter discussed Rorty's rejection of absolute truths such as God, moral law, or 

human self.  However,  the question remains if this rejection excludes the possibility to speak 

about God. This chapter deals with the question whether or not it is possible to speak about God 

in the context of Rortyan philosophy. This will be done by focussing on the concepts of God and 

knowledge of God. Whether or not it makes sense to claim that we can speak about God, will 

depend on the definition of these concepts.

First I will give an overview of Rorty's ideas on God and Christianity. What he says about 

God has to be interpreted in light of his other work, because Rorty does not discuss these themes 

extensively.  Therefore,  the  second  section  of  this  chapter  places  Rorty's  ideas  on  God  and 

Christianity in the context of the philosophical themes discussed in the second chapter. Finally, 

the  third  section  discusses  some other  authors  on  the  possibilities  to  speak  about  God in  a 

Rortyan context. 

With this I will show that the interpretation of Rorty's use of solidarity and objectivity is 

crucial in answering the questions regarding religion in a Rortyan context. Thereby, this chapter 

offers the background to answer the main question how we can speak about God given Rorty’s 

philosophy. 

3.1 Rorty on God and Christianity 

While reading Rorty's work on God and Christianity, two things immediately draw our attention. 

In the first place, it is remarkable that he hardly discusses these themes in his first works, but 

deals with them extensively in his later work. In the second place, it is remarkable that he often 

speaks in a wholly different context about God as about Christianity. Therefore, the following 

section discusses Rorty's work in chronological order and distinguishes between his speaking on 

God and his ideas on Christianity.

In Rorty’s early work ranging up to  Contingency, Irony and Solidarity (1989), the terms 

'God' and 'Christianity' hardly ever occur. If God or Christianity are mentioned it is primarily to 

illustrate that we cannot speak about an absolute truth, like God, morality or human law. God is 

used as an example; as one of the themes we cannot speak about.111 However, Rorty often refers 

to a Christianity that is not primarily concerned with God as the truth. When speaking about 

Christianity, he regularly refers to Kierkegaard and Tillich and uses a more internalised view on 

111For example, when he says that there is not something like 'God, moral law or human self', on which to found 
our morality, or knowledge.  This statement occurs regularly in all Rorty’s work. 
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God, but he does not elaborate what he means by this. These passages on Christianity show that 

Rorty has no problems using ‘God’ as a name for that which really concerns us or what gives 

meaning  to  our  lives.112 However,  he  does  reject  speaking  about  God  in  a  Platonic  and 

metaphysical way.

In the third volume of his Philosophical Papers, written in the course of the 1990s, several 

articles are included in which Rorty develops a more extended view on Christianity. He writes 

positively  about  a  Christianity  that  is  not  concerned  with  an  absolute  truth,  but  with 

brotherhood.113 However, he still writes in a negative sense about God, by emphasizing again and 

again that we cannot say much about him, because we cannot reach him.  In this context he says 

that God remains ‘tiresomely ineffable’, because we can only speak about the relative, and not 

about the absolute.114 In these articles, he often connects God with objectivity and then rejects 

both. However, he connects Christianity with brotherhood and solidarity and then emphasizes the 

worth of it.

In these early texts Rorty regularly mentions God and Christianity in a positive way, but he 

does not really elaborate his positive view on God. Contrary to the general statements in his 

earlier work, his later work offers us a more elaborate discussion on God and Christianity. He 

discusses the questions whether God can exist and how we might exist in more detail. However, 

Rorty’s rejection of the metaphysical God remains more or less the same. 

In his later work Rorty elaborates his ideas on God and Christianity mainly in two contexts. 

He either discusses pragmatist theism or discusses religious themes with regard to social justice. 

The passages where he sketches pragmatist theism mainly deal with the possibilities of God’s 

existence and speaking about  God in a  pragmatic  context.  The passages  on Christianity  and 

social justice mainly focus on the desirability of God’s existence according to Rorty. The next 

sections will analyse the possibility and desirability of God's existence one by one, and construct 

a more detailed view of Rorty’s opinions regarding religion.

3.1.1 The Possibility of God’s Existence 

In Philosophy and Social Hope Rorty regularly speaks about God in a more positive sense than 

in his earlier  work.  He not only explains  how we should not  speak about  God,  but  he also 

sketches how speaking about God is possible in a pragmatic context. He attempts to disconnect 

112See PP1, p. 33, where Rorty compares the ideas of Dewey and Tillich and claims that they speak about God in 
the same way. Also in PMN, p. 367, where he refers to Kierkegaard as one who also 'distrusts the notion that 
man's essence is to be a knower of essences.'

113PP3, pp. 75-78, 176-178.
114PP3, pp. 3, 80.
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belief in God, or a relationship with God, from knowledge of an absolute truth.115 This contrasts 

with his earlier ideas about God, which usually refer to God and truth as if they are one and the 

same. In his later work he still rejects objectivity, but he also tries to speak about God in an non-

objective way. A possibility he mentioned in his earlier work, often by referring to Kierkegaard 

and Tillich, but which he did not really elaborate himself. 

The passages in which Rorty constructs an image of the ‘pragmatist theist’ need to be read 

attentively,  because he discusses the theme rather fragmentary and associatively.  When Rorty 

attempts to speak about God in a non-objective way it remains more or less unclear what he 

means by 'God'. He only sketches some aspects of pragmatist theism and does not really define 

‘God’. I will discuss these aspects one by one, and make explicit which image of God can or 

cannot be derived from it and what can be said about the existence of such a God.

In discussing pragmatist theism Rorty emphasizes that we cannot cross the boundaries of 

our community. He claims that ‘God wants x’ is the same as ‘we discovered that x is the best 

way to act’.116 When he speaks about God’s will in this sense, it seems that Rorty wants to define 

'God' as 'the name we give to our best ideas'. This seems to imply that God does not exist outside 

our own mental world. However, Rorty explicitly says that ‘pragmatists do not intend these as 

claims about what is really going on’.117 Therefore, it cannot be concluded from statements like 

these that Rorty says God is ‘nothing more than a name for what we discovered to be the best’. 

Rorty makes no claims about what really is or is not there, he mainly speaks about the level of 

certainty that we can attain when speaking about God's will.

The statement  that  God is a name for our best  ideas mainly seems to be derived from 

Rorty’s conviction that we cannot reach God as he is.118 This can also be concluded from the fact 

that Rorty quotes Luther’s ‘Here I stand: I can do no other’ in this context.119 The conviction that 

God exists, or that something is God’s will,  can be a very strong conviction for a pragmatist 

theist. He might find himself in a situation where he can neither prove nor deny his faith in God 

or in God's will. In this case, a pragmatist theist can say nothing more than ‘here I stand: I can do 

no other’. However, it does not follow that God and our best ideas are the same.120 By saying that 

God’s will is what we have discovered to be the best, Rorty primarily makes a negative point. He 

115PSH, p. 150, 158, 204. See also PP4, pp. 33, 92.
116PSH, p. 85.
117PSH, p. 85, see also CP, p. xiv.
118See also PP4, p. 23.
119PSH, p. 84.
120PP4, pp. 9, 17. This can also be defended by referring to PP4, p. 2, where Rorty rejects Tillich's distinction 

between literal truth (as in science) and symbolic truth (as in religion). Because he rejects 'real' or 'absolute' truth 
he also rejects this distinction. Therefore, his claim that 'God wills x' is the same as 'we discovered x is best' does 
not mean that God is a symbol for our best ideas. 
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claims that we cannot know God’s will for certain.121 

In another passage on pragmatist  theism Rorty discusses the question whether God can 

exist  or  not.  The passage  is  rather  ambiguous.  Regarding  the  existence  of  God he  says  the 

following:

Pragmatists are not instrumentalists, in the sense of people who believe that quarks are 

‘mere heuristic fictions’. (...) Similarly, pragmatist theists are not anthropocentrists, in the 

sense of believing that God is a ‘mere posit’. They believe that God is as real as sense 

impressions, tables, quarks and human rights. (...) Pragmatist theists, however, do have to 

get  along  without  personal  immortality,  providential  intervention,  the  efficacy  of 

sacraments, the Virgin Birth, the Risen Christ, the Covenant with Abraham, the authority 

of the Koran, and a lot of other things which many theists are loath to do without.122 

In Rorty’s summing up of the things a pragmatist has to do without, the main characteristic is 

that these things presuppose God acting in this world in some way. The ambiguity consists in 

claiming on the one hand that God exists as real as other things and is no mere posit, but on the 

other hand that he cannot intervene in this world. 

Rorty’s  claim  that  God  exists  as  real  as  other  things,  contradicts  his  claim  that  the 

pragmatist theist has to do without divine intervention, as can be clarified with the following 

example. Let us say the following: God is as real as sense impressions, tables, quarks, human 

rights and men.123 We do not only find ourselves in a world filled with tables, quarks and sense 

impressions, but also filled with other people. These people certainly act in the world around us. 

In  a  very important  sense  other  people exist  as  real  as a  table.  Other  people and tables are 

external to us, and we cannot say whatever we want about them. The main difference between 

the existence of a table and another person is that interaction between two persons is much more 

complicated than the interaction between a person and a table. It is more complicated because the 

other is not just an object, but an actor himself. 

There is no reason given for the assumption that God cannot intervene. When God exists as 

real as a table, quarks and human rights, this implies in any case that we are speaking about him 

121Rorty's claim that the cultural questions should precede the ontological questions (See PP4, pp. 4-5) does not 
contradict this. Here, he speaks about the desirability of religion on the one hand, and the impossibility to answer 
final questions on the other. However, he does not exclude the possibility of God's existence.

122PSH, p. 156.
123This can be added because Rorty is neither a realist nor an idealist. As a pragmatist Rorty views man as primarily 

standing in a causal relation to the world. Thus, it can be said that whatever we encounter - God, quarks, tables,  
human rights - is as real as any other thing. It is just something with which we have to cope. Because of this  
pragmatic world view, it is possible to add 'men'.   
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and  that  we  cannot  say  whatever  we  want  about  him.124 Moreover,  nothing  excludes  the 

possibility that he exists as an actor, and that he will speak to us as well. Therefore, we cannot 

conclude that a ‘God that cannot intervene’ is the only possibility for a pragmatist theist, after 

saying  that  God  exists  as  real  as  anything  else.  There  must  be  another  reason  for  Rorty’s 

rejection of divine intervention then his claim that  God exists  as real as a table, quarks and 

human rights.

The main reason for Rorty to reject the intervention of God in this world might be that he 

sees it as a characteristic of religious fundamentalism. He sees religious fundamentalism and 

scientific realism as a similar attempt to construe an ‘absolute conception of reality’.125 Such a 

conception will result in fundamentalism and exclude those who disagree. Explaining Rorty’s 

rejection of divine intervention in this way, clarifies why he deals with the exclusivist character 

of  religious  fundamentalism  immediately  after  discussing  the  possible  existence  of  God. 

Otherwise, Rorty's switch from divine intervention to the social undesirability of fundamentalism 

is hard to explain. 

The  interpretation  of  Rorty's  rejection  of  divine  intervention  because  it  leads  to 

exclusionism, also is in agreement with other passages where he claims that the possibility of 

divine intervention cannot be excluded. In ‘Failed Prophecies, Glorious Hopes’, written only a 

year later, Rorty says that there will be empirical evidence for Christianity as soon as Christ 

returns, or when those who claim to be a new being in Christ really behave differently.126 By 

saying this  he clearly does not exclude the possibility of Gods intervention in this world, but 

assumes that divine intervention is possible. He only says that until now nothing has proven 

God’s existence or intervention. At least nothing has happened that has convinced everyone of 

the truth of a particular religious view. Therefore, we might conclude that according to Rorty it is 

for pragmatist reasons that we cannot say much about the existence of God. God has of yet not 

reached us in a way that is so convincing that all of us were or would be convinced, but it might 

happen.

It must be concluded that, according to Rorty, a pragmatist theist may be convinced that 

God exists. He may even believe he knows God's will and be convinced enough to say that he 

'can do no other'. Nevertheless, the pragmatic theist is not able to prove his faith in such a way 

that he can convince all others. This excludes absolute certainty regarding God's existence, but it 

does not exclude God's existence.127 The view of God which does not make sense according the 

124   Note that Rorty claims that we cannot say whatever we want about the world. This is certainly true when 
speaking about a table and it might be true when speaking about God as well.

125PSH, p. 157.
126PSH, pp. 201-202.
127 The idea that speaking about the existence of God is one step too far because we cannot know such things for 
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Rortyan pragmatist theist is 'the metaphysical God, about whose existence and identity we can be 

sure'.  Because we cannot know him for sure, Rorty will claim that the metaphysical concept of 

God is useless.128

3.1.2 The Desirability of God’s Existence

When Rorty speaks about Christianity, he usually refers to the idea of universal brotherhood and 

love.  In this view, Christianity embodies  the hope for a better  human future.129 When Rorty 

speaks about Christianity in this way he often does not speak about God at all. However, in some 

passages on Christianity he does mention God. In these passages Rorty develops an image of 

God that differs from the 'absolute God' he rejects in the passages on truth. 

Rorty develops his own ideas about God by using a radical distinction between future and 

eternity, hope and knowledge. He no longer connects God to an eternity that is entirely different 

from our world and history, but to the future of this world. He connects believing in God with the 

hope that this world will become better, and not with knowledge of an eternal world.130 This 

means that he develops a less Platonic image of God. 

According to Rorty,  the only basis  for a  worthwhile  human life  is  the hope for social 

justice.131 Rorty rejects  any attempt  to  escape from this world  to the eternal  world not  only 

because  it  is  impossible,  but  also  because  it  is  undesirable.  Rorty  approves  of  the  New 

Testament's  emphasis  on  justice,  and  speaks  rather  positively  about  Jesus  and  Christianity. 

However, he also states that the New Testament, and thus Christianity, is morally flawed by its 

otherworldliness. Social justice should be concerned with this world. Rorty claims that according 

to the New Testament the status quo will not change, and leads us to direct our attention to the 

contemplation  of  universal  truths.  In  Rorty's  view  the  point  of  being  human  in  the  New 

Testament is contemplation instead of creating a world ruled by justice.132 However, the hope for 

a better world requires us to focus on history, and no longer on God (in the absolute sense), 

Reason or Nature.133

Rorty rejects the focus on something outside this world. When he describes his view on 

sure, can be found for example in: PP4, pp. 9, 17, 20, 23.
128Thus Rorty will not deny God's existence because of philosophical arguments that are based on a certain 

definition of God, such as 'Can God create a stone too heavy for him to lift?' Whatever the answer will be, there 
is something God cannot do, thus an almighty being cannot exist, thus God cannot exist. Patrick Grim, 
'Impossibility Arguments' in: Michael Martin (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Philosophical Atheism, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 199-214. See p. 200.

129See for example PSH, pp. xiii, 205, 226.
130PSH, pp. 207-208.
131PSH, p. 204.
132PSH, p. 207.
133PSH, p. 265.

47



Christianity, he emphasizes the importance of the hope for a better world. According to Rorty, 

when love is seen as essential,  correct knowledge of God becomes less important.134 A good 

description of the way of speaking about God and Christianity that Rorty might approve of can 

be found in this quotation:

A Christianity  that  was  merely  ethical  (...)  might  have  sloughed  off  exclusionism  by 

viewing Jesus as one incarnation of the divine among others. (...) having disjoined the ideal 

of  human  brotherhood  from  the  claim  to  represent  the  will  of  an  omnipotent  and 

monopolistic  Heavenly  Father.  (...)  I  have  imagined  such  a  non-Platonic  and  non-

exclusivist form of Christianity in order to emphasize that no chain of inference links the 

ideal of human fraternity to the ideal of escaping from a world of appearance inhabited by 

animals to a real world in which humans will become as gods.135

This quotation leads us to a better understanding of Rorty’s rejection of God as the truth, as well 

as of the connection he sees between Platonism and theism. Not only does he deny the possibility 

to know such an absolute God, he also rejects the exclusionism to which the claim to know the 

Truth will lead. In several passages Rorty clearly states that believing in a God that exists outside 

this world will lead to exclusionism. In his The Future of Religion he states that neither theism 

nor  atheism  can  be  proved,  but  that  theism  should  be  rejected  because  it  is  politically 

dangerous.136 As  soon  as  God is  seen  as  a  God of  might,  religion  endangers  solidarity  and 

democracy. Therefore God should only be seen as a God of love.137

It follows from these passages that Rorty has two wholly different reasons for rejecting 

God as the truth. The first one is that we can never know such an absolute truth, a reason that has 

been elaborated in the second chapter. Nevertheless, the impossibility of certain knowledge does 

not exclude the existence of God, as we saw in the first part of this section. The second reason is 

that Rorty is afraid that belief in God will bring exclusionism. His statement that he wants to 

disjoin ‘the ideal of human brotherhood from the claim to represent the will of an omnipotent and 

monopolistic  Heavenly Father’,138 illustrates  that  he sees  monotheism as  something that  will 

endanger solidarity.

The statement that the existence of a God is undesirable as soon as God is associated with 

omnipotence,  explains why Rorty in most of his texts distinguishes between Christianity and 

134PP4, pp. 91, 104.
135PP4, p. 33.
136Rorty, Richard and Gianni Vattimo, Santiago Zabala (ed.), De toekomst van de religie, Kampen: Klement, 2006, 

p. 39. Henceforth referred to as TR.
137TR, p. 62.
138PP4, p. 33.
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God. The only law Rorty wants  to  acknowledge is  love,  and as  soon as  the will  of  God is 

different, it is better that God does not exist. However, this says nothing about the possibility of 

God's existence, only of the desirability of God's existence given Rorty's utopian ideals.139 

As a pragmatist Rorty says that we cannot reach objective truth. Therefore the questions 

regarding God's existence and nature cannot be answered. It is not possible to discover the truth, 

therefore we have to search for whatever is useful. In several instances it is clear what Rorty 

means by this distinction. We cannot answer the question if it is  really true that there is a real 

tree in front of us, in a Platonic sense of the word 'real'. However, it is very useful to assume that 

the tree we see in front of us exists, and thus to walk around it instead of pretending it is not 

there. When Rorty speaks about God he uses this same distinction between usefulness and truth 

in a context where it does not work very well.

The  Rortyan  focus  on  usefulness  in  speaking  about  God  differs  from  his  focus  on 

usefulness in speaking about a simple tree.  There is a difference between the questions 'is it 

useful to believe that there is a tree in front of me' and 'is it useful to assume God's existence'. In 

order to answer the first question, we might attempt to walk through a tree telling ourselves it 

does not exist, only to discover that it does. The second question cannot be answered that easy. 

With regard to God the usefulness of the assumption cannot be tested in another way as 'do we 

like it or not’ or 'does it lead to a better society'. However, this is not a way to decide whether 

God exists or not, only to decide whether we want God to exist or not. In the case of the tree, 

usefulness may lead to knowledge, but desirability with regard of God never does.  

It is only in the context of solidarity that Rorty speaks positively about God. As soon as a 

concept of God does not lead to solidarity, it is rejected. However, God and solidarity do not 

always contradict each other; Rorty even takes seriously the option that we need a God external 

to this world if we want to reach solidarity:

All of us, I think, fluctuate between such moods. We fluctuate between God as a perhaps 

obsolete name for a possible human future, and God as an external guarantor of some such 

future. Those who, like Dewey, would like to link their days each to each by transmuting 

their early religious belief into a belief in the human future, come to think of God as Friend 

rather than as Judge and Saviour. (...) Sometimes it suffices to trust the human community, 

(...) Sometimes it does not.140

A God who might guarantee a good human future should be a friend, not a judge or saviour. It is 

139TR, p. 80.
140PSH p. 163.
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not impossible that God exists outside this world, and it might even be desirable. But the God of 

metaphysics, the God that is the Truth and whose will we have to follow, will only endanger 

solidarity. In Rortyan philosophy the possibility of the existence of God cannot be excluded, but 

the desirability of his existence is bound to strict limits and depends wholly on how God is.

3.2 Theology and Rorty

Rorty’s  philosophy  has  led  to  several  discussions  regarding  the  consequences  for  theology. 

Given  the  analysis  on  his  ideas  on  God,  we  can  conclude  that  Rorty  does  not  exclude  the 

existence of God. However, he does not elaborate much what it means to say that God exists, or 

how we can speak about God. Several theologians tried to formulate a more detailed view of the 

possibilities  for theology after  Rorty.  Before I  develop my own view on this  subject,  I  will 

discuss three authors who have written on this same question of speaking about God, in the 

context of Rortyan philosophy. This discussion will focus on the question if it still is possible, 

according to these authors, to say that God is external to this world.141  

The first author that is discussed is Hendrik R. Pieterse, who argues that it is possible to 

speak about  the transcendence of God after  Rorty in a  postmetaphysical  way. The next  part 

discusses  G.  Elijah  Dann  who  sketches  an  alternative  postmetaphysical  theology.  Finally, 

Gregory L. Reece is discussed, who disagrees with Rorty's rejection of metaphysics.  I will argue 

that all of these authors end up with the view that Rortyan philosophy excludes the existence of 

God in a traditional sense of the word, because they misunderstood Rorty's distinction between 

solidarity and objectivity.

Hendrik  R.  Pieterse  argues  in  his  ‘Neopragmatism  and  the  Christian  Desire  for  a 

Transcendent God: Is a Meaningful Dialogue possible?’ that it still is possible to speak about the 

transcendence  of  God.  He  adopts  Rorty’s  rejection  of  metaphysics  and  searches  for  a 

postmetaphysical  description of the divine reality.142 Because his article  starts  with the same 

research question as this paper, I will discuss his argument in detail. The main thesis of Pieterse’s 

article is clearly formulated in the following quotation:

With  Rorty,  a  postmetaphysical,  historicist  theology  considers  the  ahistorical  god  of 

metaphysics, together with the phantom security and stability it offers, more trouble than 

141I use externality in stead of transcendence, because transcendence became such a vague term and belongs in a 
more philosophical context. At this moment the main point is that God exists outside this world. This entails that 
he is no part of the world, and is independent of this world to at least the extent that he can be the creator of this 
world.

142 Pieterse, Hendrik R., ‘Neopragmatism and the Christian Desire for a Transcendent God: Is meaningful Dialogue 
possible?’ in: Essays in Philosophy, A Biannual Journal, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2002, § II.
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it’s worth.  But contra Rorty,  the theologian perceives in the death of the metaphysical 

deity an opening for refiguring the divine reality as the transcendent-as-normative agent of 

liberation and healing.143 

According to Pieterse, the divine reality should not be seen in the ontological categories of being. 

The  idea  that  God  is  the  highest  Being  is  typical  for  metaphysics  and  should  be  rejected. 

Speaking about God in these ontological categories mainly causes trouble, and does not work. 

Pieterse tries to escape the problems of a metaphysical view of God by defining God in relational 

terms. He speaks about transcendence in the context of liberation and healing. In the context of 

Rorty's emphasis on social justice this is an interesting alternative. In Pieterse's theology it still is 

possible to speak about God’s transcendence, but the old problems can be avoided. 

Pieterse defines divine reality as the love that in every situation beckons us to choose the 

better option, but never coerces.144 This love is not equal to the historical situation in which we 

find ourselves, because it asks for a change in that situation. In this case God is a possibility that 

we can see in our daily situation. Since God and the given situation in this world are different, 

this  might  be  called  transcendence.  However,  God's  transcendence  is  found  in  a  historical 

situation, and certainly is not a-historical or metaphysical in a Platonic sense.

Pieterse sees his image of God as a good option in dialogue with Rortyan philosophy, 

because  it  is  not  metaphysical.  He  tries  to  incorporate  Rorty's  ideas  on  contingency  in  his 

theology by defining God outside time, history or language.145 God is not defined in the Platonic 

categories  of being and eternity.  However,  with this view Pieterse leaves aside not only the 

Platonic notions, but also many other aspects of the traditional view of God as well. He does not 

only  reject  the  Platonic  time-eternity  distinction,  and  God  as  the  highest  being,  with  its 

consequences.  He  rejects  the  idea  that  God  exists  outside  this  world  completely,  without 

considering  if  it  is  possible  to  speak  in  a  non-Platonic  way about  it.  This  view of  God  as 

completely a-metaphysical, is not the only possibility in a neopragmatic context. According to 

Pieterse God is no longer external to this world and to our history. However, there might be other 

possibilities to speak about God when we reject the metaphysics Rorty rejects. 

There is a difference between saying 'God exists' in a Greek metaphysical way – which 

entails that God is the highest Being - and saying 'God exists' in a more common sense way. 

After Rorty’s critique on religion Pieterse wants to get rid of all  metaphysics,  and so of the 

category of being in relation to God. But after the critique on the metaphysics of Being, God is 

143 Pieterse, 'Neopragmatism', § III.
144 Pieterse, 'Neopragmatism', § III.
145 Pieterse, 'Neopragmatism', § III.
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not  necessarily only relational  and without  substance.146 When Rorty rejects  metaphysics,  he 

primarily rejects Platonic metaphysics. However, this means that he does not reject ‘everything 

that might exist apart from this world/cosmos’. After Rorty's  critique it is needlessly rigid to 

exclude all speaking about God's existence. 

Rorty mainly rejects the Platonic distinction between this world of appearances and the 

real, eternal world. He does not say that such a real world ‘does not exist’. He only claims, as a 

pragmatist, that we cannot know anything about it for sure. Rorty principally rejects the claim 

that we can obtain knowledge of absolute entities. Therefore, the claim that God is the highest 

being,  and that  we can know what  a  highest  being is,  is  problematic  in  a  Rortyan  context. 

However, this does not necessarily entail that the claim ‘God is’ cannot be used. When Rorty 

says that God exists like a table,  quarks or human rights, the possibility to say ‘God is’ in a 

Rortyan context cannot be excluded. 

The following example shows that there are other possibilities after Rorty than Pieterse’s 

historical and contingent God. Let us suppose God exists as an actor, which means that he exists 

such that he is able to act and interact. This forms a third option wholly different from Greek 

metaphysics as well as from Pieterse's ideas.147 In Greek metaphysics it is unthinkable that the 

highest  Being  interacts,  because  interaction  involves  change.  Pieterse’s  God  is  luring  us  as 

possibility, not as an actor. Seeing God as an actor implies a form of transcendence, is relational, 

and is  historical,  but  it  is  not  historical  without  remainder.  God as  ‘actor’  does  not  fit  into 

Pieterse’s division, and also does not fit  in Greek metaphysical  categories.  However,  it  does 

entail that God exists outside this world; it entails that he is transcendent at least to the extent that 

he is not the same as, or part of, this world.  

Because Pieterse sees God as nothing outside time, history and language, his view might be 

called internal. Not internal in the sense that God exists within our consciousness, but internal in 

the sense that he does not exist  external to this world.  It is clear that God does not have to 

conform to the Greek metaphysical presuppositions in order to be external to this world. The 

distinction ‘this world – not this world’ is not necessarily the same as ‘time – eternity’.  The 

question that now should be raised is how we can speak about God, when the classical theistic 

image148 of God no longer holds, and we still want to speak about an external God. 

In his  After Rorty Elijah Dann discusses the possibilities  for ethics and religion in the 

146 Actually the use of the distinction between substance and relation in Pieterse’s article still presupposes the 
Greek metaphysical categories. 

147Rorty will agree with the idea that the existence of God as an actor differs from the metaphysical view on God's 
existence. See PP4, p. 92.

148 God as the highest Being, who is almighty, all-knowing, unchanging, eternal, etc,, as we can know by 
philosophical argumentation.
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context of Rortyan philosophy. He disagrees with those who claim that Rorty's philosophy means 

the end of religion and morality, and writes from a positive attitude towards Rortyan philosophy. 

Dann argues for an edifying theology, which is not concerned with metaphysics, but is concerned 

with social and political justice.149 He argues, like Vattimo in The future of religion, that the only 

truth which concerns Christianity is charity.150 Dann fully agrees with Rorty's separation between 

the God of love and solidarity and the God of truth, power and objectivity.151 He presents a view 

on God and religion that can be read as an elaboration of Rorty's views. 

Dann  sketches  the  possibility  for  religious  belief  in  a  Rortyan  context  following  the 

remarks on solidarity and Christianity made by Rorty. According to Dann, there remain some 

possibilities for religion in society, but in his description of these possibilities the focus is so 

much on love, that the reality of God’s existence hardly matters any more. In his view, religion is 

more concerned with love than with God. Agreeing with Rorty's critique on Platonist views on 

truth and objectivity, Dann connects religion with solidarity. He focuses on how religion may 

increase solidarity, and does not answer any questions regarding God's existence or character. He 

does not really define God, and mainly sketches some situations in which speaking about God is 

useful because it is desirable.  

The main question after reading Dann's work is, whether Rorty's rejection of objectivity 

means that God cannot exist objectively at all. In Dann's view God loses not only the Platonic 

objectivity,  but  all  objectivity  after  Rorty's  critique.  Much  depends  on  the  definition  of 

objectivity. Rorty rejects the objectivity that is connected with some Platonic real world, and 

with absolute certainty. However, it does not follow that nothing can exist objectively in a more 

common  sense  way.  There  is  something  between  'Platonic  objectivity'  and  'contingency  as 

arbitrariness'.152 Remember that Rorty's tree does not exist objectively in the Platonic sense, but 

neither is very contingent. The same might still be true with regard to God. 

Dann does not sketch the possibilities for religion in a Rortyan context, but elaborates on 

the kind of religion that was desirable according to Rorty. However, desirability and possibility 

of religion are two different things in Rortyan philosophy. Dann does not distinguish between 

solidarity as contrasted with objectivity, and solidarity as a social goal. It is in the first context 

that we can speak about the possibility of God’s existence. In the second context we are merely 

speaking about the desirability of God’s existence, given some first principles regarding the goal 

of human life that are contingent.

149 Dann, G. Elijah, After Rorty, The Possibilities for Ethics and Religious Belief, London/New York: Continuum, 
2006, p. 159.

150 Dann, After Rorty, p. 181.
151 Dann, After Rorty, pp. 188-189.
152PSH, pp. 33, 50-51. 
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Both Pieterse and Dann developed a way to speak about God after Rorty's  rejection of 

objectivity. The main characteristic of their theologies is that they both assume that it  is not 

possible to claim that God exists after Rorty's rejection of objectivity.  As a consequence they 

develop a view of God that differs considerably from the traditional view of God. However, it 

can be concluded that both Dann and Pieterse failed to see that Rortyan philosophy does not 

exclude the existence of a God external to this world. In Rortyan philosophy 'objectivity' refers to 

the possibility to know God, not to the way God can exist.

A similar confusion regarding Rorty's use of objectivity can be found in another work on 

Rorty. Gregory L. Reece discusses in  Irony and Religious Belief  the concept of irony in the 

philosophy of Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein and Rorty. In this context he criticizes the idea that all 

knowledge is contingent. His main point of criticism on Rortyan philosophy is summarized in the 

following quotation:

Showing the error of metaphysical criteria does not threaten our ordinary criteria153

Reece offers this as a critique on Rorty, but by doing this it can be said that he misunderstood 

Rorty. Rorty never said that our ordinary criteria are threatened, only that they are contingent. 

And the contingency of our criteria does not mean that they hardly have any worth, it primarily 

says that our criteria will never lead to an absolute objective truth, in a very Platonic sense of 

objective.

The main theme in these three discussions of Rortyan philosophy and theology is the exact 

interpretation  of  the  dichotomy  between  solidarity  and  objectivity.  The  exact  definition  of 

objectivity is essential in interpreting Rortyan philosophy. It is not possible to say that Rorty 

rejects objectivity, without explaining what is meant by it exactly,  because it  is not true that 

Rorty rejects all forms of objectivity, even the common sense ones. The only objectivity Rorty 

rejects  is  the  possibility  to  reach  absolute  certainty  regarding our  knowledge.  This  certainty 

would entail a God's eye view we do not have. However, it does not follow that the knowledge 

we gain from our human point of view is worthless.

Rorty's  use of solidarity is related to his view on objectivity,  but more complicated.  It 

should be noted that solidarity as a social goal and solidarity as the opposite of objectivity, are 

two diverse themes in Rortyan philosophy. Rorty will say that we can only justify our belief by 

solidarity, which means that we cannot escape from our community and from this world to see if 

we really are right. This entails that we can only justify our faith by ordinary criteria, and that we 

153Reece, Gregory L., Irony and Religious Belief, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002, p. 166. See also p. 147 and 159. 
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cannot use metaphysical criteria. Nevertheless, there is no reason why ordinary criteria cannot 

lead to the conclusion that there exists a God external to this world and our community. 

3.3 Rorty's rejection of Metaphysics

From the overview of Rorty’s ideas on God and Christianity in the last sections it becomes clear 

that his ideas on truth and solidarity play a fundamental role in his view on religion. This section 

will make this connection more explicit by briefly discussing the relation between what Rorty 

says about God, and what was said in the second chapter about metaphysics, truth, relativism and 

solidarity. 

Rorty’s rejection of objective truth is similar to his rejection of the metaphysical concept of 

God. He does not reject the existence of truth but says it is an unprofitable topic. The same can 

be said about God. However, it should be noted that when Rorty rejects God and truth for the 

same reasons, ‘God’ has been strictly defined. As soon as God is mentioned alongside the moral 

law and human self, 'God' primarily means ‘some absolute entity existing out there that is more 

objective and true than anything else, that we can know, and that can serve as a first principle’. 

When Rorty speaks about the God of metaphysics he refers to this view of God.

According to Rorty, this metaphysical God is one we cannot know. We do not have the 

possibility to go to a place from where we can see God from a neutral point of view. When Rorty 

denies God’s existence in his discussion on truth, he only says it has no use to presuppose the 

existence of such a God. It is a useless presupposition because we cannot know whether it is true 

or false. While Rorty mainly rejects the Platonic distinction between our world and the Platonic 

real world, it cannot be said that he denies the existence of God. The main point we have to keep 

in mind when speaking about God is that we are standing on this earth, and that this earth is a 

place where we cannot even agree on religion intersubjectively. 

In rejecting this Platonic metaphysics Rorty is neither a Darwinist nor a relativist. Although 

his philosophical views are connected with Darwinism, they are not founded by Darwinism. He 

does not reject metaphysics because it contradicts Darwinism, but because of pragmatic reasons. 

The same is true for his relation to relativism. He does not have a relativist starting point, but 

speaks about contingency for pragmatic reasons. 

Rorty's rejection of metaphysics does not imply that God cannot exist. His main argument 

is that we cannot know this for certain, but this does not exclude that we may believe in God. 

Furthermore, Rorty’s ideas on God and solidarity cannot be seen as excluding other possibilities 

to speak about God. In the context of solidarity he argues against the existence of a metaphysical 

God because of its undesirability. However, that the existence of God is not desirable does not 
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exclude it, and Rorty would be the first to agree with this.

It should be concluded that Rorty disagrees with Platonic metaphysics, in a very particular 

sense. He disagrees with the Platonist distinction between this world and a real world.154 As such 

he  rejects  the  distinction  between  appearance  and reality,  knowledge  and  opinion,  time and 

eternity. The basic characteristic of the Platonism Rorty rejects is that it distinguishes between 

our everyday world and something else. Rorty's basic criticism is that we cannot know anything 

about things outside our everyday world, and our attempts to make these distinctions are useless. 

154PP4, p. 105.
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4   THEOLOGY IN DIALOGUE

After  this  analysis  of  Rorty’s  philosophy  we  can  say  that  Rorty  does  not  exclude  God’s 

existence. However, the question remains how we can speak about God after Rorty’s claim that 

certain knowledge about him is not possible. In this chapter the consequences for theology in its 

speaking about God will be discussed. 

The next two sections of this chapter sketch two alternative views, of Abraham J. Heschel 

and Jürgen Moltmann, on the relation between God and this world. The views of Heschel and 

Moltmann can be used to illustrate how we might speak about God after Rorty's critique, because 

they share several basic assumptions with Rortyan philosophy. In their own way Heschel and 

Moltmann solve the tension between an external God and hope for this world. 

The theology of Heschel is interesting in this Rortyan context because Heschel rejects the 

basic assumptions of Platonic metaphysics, as Rorty does in his philosophy. However, Heschel's 

rejection  of  Platonism is  mainly  based  on  his  view  on  God  that  is  strongly  influenced  by 

Judaism. On the one hand Heschel stands in the western theological tradition with its traditional 

metaphysics, but on the other hand Heschel stands in the Jewish tradition, characterised by many 

narratives and an emphasis on God who is involved in this world. Because of these two traditions 

Heschel continuously distinguishes between the Platonic image of God and what he calls the 

biblical image of God. This leads to a view of God that has many characteristics of the traditional 

theological view of God, but also resembles Rorty's ideas on God to a great extent. 

In Moltmann's theology we can find the same image of God. However, Moltmann does not 

illustrate his view of God by explicitly contrasting it  with Platonism, but by referring to the 

relevant theological discussions and social issues. Thus, Moltmann's theology resembles Rortyan 

philosophy in his emphasis on history. The discussion of the way Heschel and Moltmann speak 

about God, will show that there are several theological themes that offer a link with Rortyan 

pragmatism.  After  this  discussion  of  Heschel  and  Moltmann,  a  new  evaluation  of  Rorty  is 

possible, and the question can be asked what Rortyan philosophy might mean for the present day 

discussion on God.

4.1 Heschel and the Pathos of God 

The Jewish theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907-1972) discusses diverse themes related to 

Judaism. An often recurring subject is the relation between God and man. Contrary to some 

traditional metaphysical assumptions, he develops his own view of God. It is fascinating to read 

Heschel's  theology in the light  of Rorty's  critique on religion,  because they share  an intense 
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longing for social justice and the rejection of traditional metaphysical ideas.

Heschel discusses the relation between God and this world in several contexts. Because of 

this diversity it is not possible to give an overview or summary of Heschel’s main ideas on this 

point. However, discussing one important aspect of Heschel’s view of God may give a fairly 

good  impression  of  Heschel’s  thoughts.  An  aspect  that  is  typical  and  central  in  Heschel’s 

writings is his claim that God is a God of pathos. This notion has several consequences for the 

relation between God and this world, it entails a view of God that is metaphysical in a non-

Platonic sense and is strongly related to social justice. Therefore, sketching Heschel’s idea of the 

pathos of God offers a good opportunity to compare Heschel’s and Rorty’s ideas. 

In  The Prophets Heschel  discusses the world view of the Old Testament prophets.  He 

sketches the main themes of their prophecies in the first part, paying much attention to how they 

relate God and this world. In the second part of this book he sketches the difference between the 

prophets'  perception of God and more theological views on God. He contrasts the traditional 

metaphysical view of God with the God of  pathos  the prophets speak about. This idea of the 

passionate God is developed mainly in The Prophets, but throughout all of Heschel’s theology it 

is clear that he speaks about this God. Therefore focussing on pathos does justice to Heschel’s 

views.155

In  the  theological  discussions  regarding  the  passions  of  God,  the  influence  of  Greek 

philosophy is obvious. In Greek metaphysics it is unthinkable that God has passions. The Greeks 

saw emotion as something that happens to man. Man is controlled, or at least influenced, by his 

passions. This idea of the passions taking control over a person explains why pathos cannot be 

attributed to God. When God is seen as the Supreme Cause, as the one who influences everything 

but is not influenced himself by anything, he cannot have passions. Otherwise, it would imply 

that there exists something that influences God and that God no longer controls everything. This 

was impossible for Greek philosophers and for many theologians as well.156

This negative view on the passions raised questions about the way the Bible speaks about 

the pathos of God. The Bible clearly envisions a God who feels emotions. The God of the Bible 

is one who can love, be angry, repent, have mercy, feel joy and sorrow. As a consequence of the 

negative  philosophical  view  on  passions,  and  despite  this  biblical  view,  many  theologians 

155 Heschel, Abraham J. The Prophets, New York: Harper Perennial, 2001, p. 289 and Abraham J. Heschel, God in  
Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1987, p. 252.

156 Heschel, The Prophets, p. 319. A discussion about the role of pathos in the bible and in Greek philosophy can 
be found in: Gijsbert van den Brink and Marcel Sarot (eds.), Understanding the Attributes of God, Frankfurt am 
Main: Lang, 1999, pp. 119-137. A discussion of this theme that is less philosophical and that refers to the 
developments in present-day theology can be found in Clark H. Pinnock, Most Moved Mover, A Theology of  
God's Openness, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2001, pp. 85-92. 
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accepted the impassibility of God. According to Heschel the Bible does not agree with some 

fundamental themes in Greek philosophy of pathos. The Bible does not call reason better than 

passion, or see emotions as weaknesses of the soul. Therefore, it is not impossible to attribute 

passions  to  God.  Heschel  even argues that  passions  actually  have  a  rather  positive  place  in 

biblical thought:

Ascetism was not the ideal of the biblical man. The source of evil is not in passion, in the 

throbbing heart, but rather in hardness of heart, in callousness and insensitivity. Far from 

insisting upon their effacement, the biblical writers frequently regarded some emotions or 

passions as having been inspired, as reflections of a higher power. 157

This involves an important change in the relation between God and this world. Basically in the 

speaking of God’s pathos is that God is alive and relating with this world.158 God is not primarily 

the first cause and highest good, unmoved by his creation. He foremost is the God who cares, 

who acts in this world and reacts to what man is doing. It is not man who contemplates God, but 

God who summons man.159

Heschel’s  theology  links  God  and  this  world  in  a  wholly  different  way  than  Greek 

metaphysics. Heschel does not agree with the Greek distinction between the temporal and the 

eternal world, and sees the relation between God and this world primarily as a relation between 

Creator and creation:

There is a world, and there is God. Plato planted in the Western mind the consciousness of 

unseen, eternal ideas, of which the visible world is but a copy. The prophets placed in the 

Western mind the consciousness of an unseen,  eternal  God, of Whose Will  the visible 

world is a creation.160

This difference between the Greek idea that this world is but a copy of the world of the Ideas, 

and the biblical idea that this world is God’s creation, is taken for granted by many theologians. 

However, in this context it is important to stress the difference between these two views. The 

conviction that this world is created by God and that God cares for this world, has consequences 

for how we can speak about God. We do not have to search for God outside this world, but He is 

involved in this world,  although He does exist apart from it. This view on God as the caring 
157 Heschel, The Prophets, pp. 331-332.
158 Heschel, The Prophets, p. 333.
159 Heschel, The Prophets, p. 289.
160 Heschel, The Prophets, p. 353. See also Heschel, God in Search of Man, pp. 15-17, where Heschel explains the 

difference between metaphysical concern with essences, and the Biblical concern with history.
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Creator  changes  our  metaphysics  to  a  great  extent,  because  it  dissolves  the  sharp  antithesis 

between God and this world, and leads to a different way of knowing God and speaking about 

him. 

In rejecting the abstract Greek idea of God, Heschel also explains that the God who cares is 

known because he is present. The Bible does not tell us about a God whose essence we can 

discover anywhere, but speaks about God in wholly different categories:

They [the prophets] could not use the language of essence; they had to use the language of 

presence. They did not try to depict Him they tried to present Him, to make Him present. 

In such an effort only words of grandeur and intensity, not abstractions, can be of any 

avail.161 

It is interesting to note that Heschel refutes mysticism in the same way he refutes Platonism. 

God’s concern is with this earth, and this points to a characteristic difference between mystics 

and the prophets. The mystic tries to meet God outside this world.162 The prophet hears God’s 

word, and is by that same word redirected to this world, for that is what God cares about.163

Heschel’s notion of God is rather traditional, though not metaphysical in the Rortyan sense 

of the word. Heschel does place God outside this world, but rejects the use of metaphysical terms 

such as essence, eternity, as soon as they denote a Platonic separation between God and this 

world. Heschel’s theology starts with the God who cares, and who as such is present in this 

world, and is met in everyday affairs. This entails that we need no special faculty to know God, 

that we cannot know him rationally, and that there is nowhere outside this world where we can 

learn to know God. When this God does exist, we are not related to him in such a way that he can 

found our knowledge. God may reach us, but we cannot reach a God’s eye view ourselves. 

Before discussing the question whether or not a theology like Heschel’s will  contradict 

Rortyan philosophy, I first will discuss some ideas of the German theologian Jürgen Moltmann. 

Like Heschel, he sees God as the God who reveals himself in history and acts in this world. To 

explain further what such a view means for metaphysics it will be helpful to discuss Moltmann, 

because he elaborates the metaphysical consequences of this idea in more detail. 

4.2 Moltmann and the God of History

An interesting view on the relation between God and this world is given by Jürgen Moltmann. 

161 Heschel, The Prophets, p. 353.
162 This is not meant to say that mysticism is not concerned with this world at all, it only concerns the place where 

God is primarily met and known.
163 Heschel, The Prophets, pp. 464-466.
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Throughout his theological writings the hope for the restoration of this world is central. His early 

work Theologie der Hoffnung, shows that this theme is fundamental starting point in Moltmann 

theology.'164 Heschel's  theology mainly focuses on the importance of this hope in the relation 

between God and man, while Moltmann searches for the implications of this hope for theological 

speaking  and  Christian  acting  in  society.  Therefore,  sketching  some  themes  of  Moltmann’s 

theology can be a useful addition to Heschel’s ideas, given the importance of social justice in 

Rortyan philosophy.

This discussion on Moltmann’s theology focuses on two different themes. The first is his 

replacement of eternity with future, by which Moltmann emphasizes the Christian hope for a 

restored world. With regard to this theme Moltmann’s theology resembles Rorty’s rejection of 

eternity and his emphasis on the future to a great extent. The second theme that will be discussed 

is Moltmann’s focus on God as the God of history, in contrast to the Greek eternal God. 

In Das Kommen Gottes Moltmann describes his views on eschatology. In the first chapter 

he develops his own view on eschatological time and explains why theology should replace its 

speaking  about  eternity  by  speaking  about  the  future.  His  view  on  eschatological  time  is 

developed  as  a  reaction  on  two  wholly  different  views  regarding  the  relation  between  our 

historical time and eschatology. He disagrees with the interpretation of eschatological time as 

‘above time’ or as ‘the latest period of history’.

A number  of  theologians  view eschatological  time as  the  extension of  historical  time. 

According to Moltmann, eschatology is not about how history will proceed, but about the future 

of history as a whole.165 Moltmann searches for more difference between history and eschatology 

than just the place at the chronological line. However, he also rejects the eschatologies that claim 

that eternity starts at the borders of time at every moment and is not concerned at all with a time 

that still has to come.166 He seeks to develop an eschatology that will neither swallow history, nor 

will be cancelled out by history.167 Eschatology has to be about the coming of God:

Der Gott der Hoffnung ist selbst der kommende Gott. (…) Diese Zukunft ist die Seinsweise 

Gottes  in  der  Geschichte.  (...)  Ist  Gottes  Sein  im Kommen,  dann  muβ Zu-kunft  zum 

theologischen Paradigma der Transcendenz werden.168

In this emphasis on the coming of God, time and eternity remain separated, although they do not 

164 Moltmann, Jürgen, Theologie der Hoffnung, München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1966. See for example p. 16. 
165 Moltmann, Jürgen, Das Kommen Gottes, Gütersloh: Kaiser, Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1995, p. 26.
166 Moltmann, Das Kommen Gottes, p. 31.
167 Moltmann, Das Kommen Gottes, p. 39.
168 Moltmann, Das Kommen Gottes, p. 41.
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form a contradiction in the logical sense of the word. God’s coming in this world does involve 

the breakthrough of something that does not fit in our categories of time, and it will radically 

change  our  world  and also  our  idea  of  time.169 However,  in  Moltmann’s  theology time and 

eternity, or this world and God, are not divided among the lines of Greek philosophy. Eternity 

does not exist as the opposite of time or at the borders of time as a kind of timelessness, but 

eternity is God’s order breaking through in this world from the outside.170

This understanding of eschatology as the coming of God envisions a relation between God 

and this world that has the same characteristics as Heschel’s view of that relation. Moltmann 

presents to us a God that is neither in this world, nor radically opposed to it. Both Heschel and 

Moltmann do recognize a difference between God and this world that is greater than we can put 

into words,171 but this is not the difference of Greek metaphysics. Their theology is not based on 

the distinction between time and eternity, appearance and reality as we know from Platonism. 

Thus  they  basically  disagree  with  the  same  metaphysics  Rorty  rejects.  Both  Heschel  and 

Moltmann begin their theology with a truly minimal metaphysics. Their starting point mainly 

consists of ‘there is God, and he is involved in this world’. They are starting with the relation 

between God and this world, and not with an absolute, philosophically defined, distinction.172

This focus on the coming of God entails a focus on this world as the place with which God 

is concerned and where He can be found. God not only reveals himself in this world to let us 

partake in his kingdom in heaven, it is this world in which God’s reign will enter. This means 

that God is the one who revealed himself already partially, but that God primarily is the one who 

will come. This notion gives Moltmann’s theology an orientation at the future, a future that is not 

primarily the continuation of our history, but also the coming of God in this history. This points 

us to the difference between Rorty’s and Moltmann’s hope for the future. Apart from the fact that 

for Moltmann God is at stake, Moltmann does not speak about future in the strict sense of the 

word when he speaks about God's Zukunft.

The German Zukunft might be better translated with advent. This category of advent differs 

169 A main difference between time as it is now, chronos, and the time that will come, is that Moltmann associates 
chronos with decaying, which is an element that will be eliminated by the coming of God. See for example Das 
Kommen Gottes p. 41. When Moltmann speaks about timelessness after the coming of God, he means 
chronoslessness, which does not necessarily mean more than that death is conquered. It is not timelessness in the 
Greek sense of the word, as logically opposed to time.

170 This excludes the possibility that something like love can be named God, breaking through in this world, 
although it is not external to it. Moltmann speaks about God as really existing outside this world and entering it. 

171 Typical is Heschel’s speaking about Gods holiness and transcendence and Moltmann’s speaking about the 
difference between the Kingdom of God and this world.  Note that transcendence as such will not necessarily be 
problematic in pragmatic philosophy, but that it depends much on what is meant by it.

172 Heschel and Moltmann may speak about a gap between God and this world because of the greatness of God, the 
sin of man, our blindness, etc., but there is no gap because of philosophical distinctions between mutability and 
immutability, time and eternity.
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from Rorty’s idea of future, but nevertheless it is much closer to Rorty’s ideas than the more 

Platonic definition of eternity with regard to God. Moltmann speaks about the coming of God on 

this earth. Although it brings this world into crisis, and overturns its order, it is still this world 

where it will happen, and history does not lose its relevance. 

Moltmann reads biblical history as a history with an extra dimension. It is not just a chain 

of facts, but through all history the promises and faithfulness of God are continually the same.173 

Thus history can be seen as the place where God and this world interact. This entails that God 

and this world are never two wholly separated realities.174 It can be said that throughout most of 

the church history this emphasis on the promises of God in our history can be found. However, 

typically for Moltmann, as for Heschel, is the strong linkage between the God who cares and 

everyday  concerns  like  social  justice  and  consequently  his  rejection  of  several  Greek 

metaphysical terms usually attributed to God.

4.3 Theology in Dialogue

Several themes in Rortyan philosophy form a point of contact between pragmatism and theology. 

This section discusses the themes upon which theology and pragmatism can agree, so that they 

can function as a starting point in their discussion. The ideas of Moltmann and Heschel are used 

to  illustrate  these  themes.  The  main  themes  that  may  link  theology  with  pragmatism  are 

contingency, history, revelation, relationality, hope and experience. This section discusses these 

themes one by one.

 Heschel and Moltmann both reject the idea of the impassibility of God and a Platonic view 

on the eternity of God. They disagree with a view on eternity as an opposition to time, such that 

real contact between God and this world becomes impossible. Instead they focus on a God who 

is involved in history and cares for this world. This leads to a wholly different view on the 

relation between God and this world, which has several consequences for how we may speak 

about Him.

4.3.1 Contingency and Knowledge of God

It might be argued that a dialogue between Rortyan philosophy and theology is difficult because 

of their wholly diverse starting points. Theology, when taken literally as speaking about God, 

presupposes that we can know God well enough to speak about Him. This does not fit easily with 

Rorty’s claim that, apart from the question whether God exists or not, we cannot gain certain 

173Moltmann, Theologie der Hoffnung, pp. 95-97.
174 Moltmann, Theologie der Hoffnung  p. 95 and Jürgen Moltmann, Kerk in het krachtveld van de Geest,  

bouwstenen voor een messiaanse ekklesiologie, Baarn: Ambo, p. 50.
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knowledge about Him. The question rises how we can speak about a God we cannot know, and 

we may tend to disagree with Rortyan philosophy on this fundamental point. 

A dialogue may seem difficult if one conversation partner starts as a Rortyan pragmatist, 

and the other as a believer. However, this section will argue that the Rortyan pragmatist and the 

believer do not differ as much as seems to be the case. Before answering the question of how we 

can speak about God, it is important to note that the claim that we cannot know God does make 

sense at least to some extent

Rortyan philosophy does not exclude the existence of God, but it does exclude absolute 

knowledge about him. Even if we really are convinced of God’s existence, we have to agree that 

Rorty’s critique on this point makes sense.175 No theologian or believer will be able to say that 

we can be sure who God is.  Until  now history has proven sufficiently that we cannot  reach 

agreement on the question if God exists and who he is. However strong one may believe that 

God does or does not exist, until now nobody has managed to convince all others. Even those 

who agree that God exists disagree on how he exists and who he is, whether he is personal, or an 

impersonal power, or a meme176 which managed to survive thus far. Even in a small religious 

subgroup people are very likely to disagree to some extent about who God is, and even more 

about his will. We might assume that God exists, and that his will is revealed, but even when we 

agree on these two points we will not agree on every further detail. 

It is important to note that in this case the impossibility to have certain knowledge about 

God is neither a philosophical statement, nor a new religious conviction, but simply a conclusion 

that has to be drawn when we look around us. It is neither a statement about the existence of God 

nor  a  claim  that  God  essentially  is  the  unknowable,  but  just  a  pragmatic  pronouncement 

regarding the limits of our knowledge. Whether there is one God or not, until now we never 

agreed.  This  does  not  mean that  agreement  will  always  be impossible  or  that  it  is  logically 

impossible. It only means that it is not very likely to occur, because our everyday practice shows 

us  mainly  confusion  and  discord  on  this  theme.  Before  something  happens  that  convinces 

everyone, such as the return of Jesus, disagreement is likely to remain. 

The Rortyan idea that certain knowledge about God is impossible, should not be read as 

anything else than a basically pragmatic conclusion. It is not meant to say something about God 

or how we can know him in a positive sense. It does not mean, for example, that knowledge 

about God by revelation is impossible. It can be read very much in line of St. Paul’s saying in the 

175See for example PSH, p. 173, where Rorty claims that we cannot use the term 'source of moral knowledge' 
because every textbook, Scripture or Teacher is offset by a competing textbook.

176 Meme is the term Richard Dawkins assigned to cultural units. According to him, these memes evolve like genes, 
involved in their own struggle for life. See: Dawkins, The Selfish Gene, pp. 189-201.
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first epistle to the Corinthians 13:12 that ‘now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to 

face: now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known’.177 This uncertainty and 

temporariness of our knowledge may lead to some reservation in our speaking about God, but 

will not exclude it.

This  impossibility  to  agree  on  who  God  is  leads  us  to  deny,  with  Rorty,  some  basic 

metaphysical  assumptions.  A fundamental  assumption  of  Platonism is  that  the  metaphysical 

world is the real world. A related assumption is that we have a faculty to know this real world 

and the real truth, namely the nous. When we want to argue that God’s world is the real world, 

and that we have a faculty to know it, the faculty seems not to work very well. Therefore we can 

say that the idea that God exists in a reality accessible to us, is not fruitful in speaking about God. 

This can be concluded simply because we do not agree. The main objection to these Platonic 

ideas is that we do not know such things for sure.

It might be useful to rethink the relation between Christianity and Platonic metaphysics. In 

early Christianity contact with Platonism led to diverse views on the question how philosophy 

and theology were to be related, and Platonic metaphysical assumptions influenced Christianity. 

Many theologians discussed the questions regarding the relation between Christianity and the 

truths of Platonism. The results of these discussions were diverse, but it can at least be said that 

Platonism  influenced  Christianity  enough  to  make  theologians  use  the  Platonic  vocabulary, 

despite redefining several items.178

The argument of this section is not based on the assumption that Christianity became too 

Platonist, and that a solution for many problems is to get rid of Platonism. Historically it is not 

that unambiguous, and the interaction between Christianity and Platonism is much too diverse for 

such a strong assertion. But given the fact that Rorty attacks speaking about God with the same 

arguments he uses to attack Platonism, it is useful to ask the question if the Platonist elements (as 

Rorty sees them) are really essential to the Christian view on God,179 or knowledge of God. This 

177 Rorty regularly refers to this text himself, for example in PP3, p. 80.
178 I will not enter into the discussion about the relation between Platonism and Christianity extensively. Much 

literature has been written on this subject, and many questions are still unresolved. Important is only that several 
concepts in theology are primarily Platonist, instead of biblical. In the discussion with Rorty who rejects 
Platonism, this is important to note. After realising this, an attempt can be made to see how fundamental these 
metaphysical concepts and terms are in speaking about an external God. 

An interesting introduction on the interaction between Christianity and Platonism can be found in: 
Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, From Plato to Denys, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1983. By giving an overview of the mystical tradition, this book sketches in an interesting and lucid way how 
metaphysical Platonist concepts, mainly related to who God is and how we can know him, found their way into 
Christianity. It also shows how these concepts were altered and adjusted, and how they influenced Christianity.

179 There of course is no ‘the Christian view’ on God, neither can we speak about ‘the Biblical view’. Although 
several people argued that there is one, they will not really agree on which view then is truly biblical or 
Christian. Therefore a choice has to be made. This paper offers no particular view on God, but only searches  for 
traits in biblical and theological speaking about God, that occur often enough to be called important, and that 

65



chapter argues that we still can speak about a God who exists outside this world after we rejected 

Platonism.

4.3.2 History, Revelation and Relationality

When we agree with Moltmann and Heschel that God is the God of History and is concerned 

with this world, it follows that we will know Him within history and in this world. If God exists 

outside  this  world,  but  acts  within  it,  then we can know Him whenever  he reveals  himself. 

Although the idea of revelation is well-known in theology, it is important to emphasize it in this 

context, because revelation breaks through our impossibility to know God and breaks through 

our impossibility to reach God. Revelation presupposes that all our knowledge about God starts 

with God who makes himself known. 

A second important characteristic of revelation is that it may offer us knowledge about 

God, but that we cannot control or prove it. That means that intersubjective agreement will still 

be impossible, as well as proving that God exists by any of our methods. We can find many 

people who claim to have met God or to have a book inspired by God. However, our methods 

fail because these people will speak about a different experience or book. There may be a whole 

community  confirming  one  claim regarding  God,  but  then  there  will  be  other  communities 

contradicting this claim. Assuming that God exists, and that we know this because he reveals 

himself, still does not lead us out of the Rortyan restrictions on our knowledge. The belief that 

God has spoken, is wholly different from the God’s eye view that is required if we want to attain 

absolute certainty.

Pluralism is a fact neither believer nor theologian can escape, when are speaking about a 

God revealing himself and acting in history. This is not necessarily problematic for practising 

theology, or for the act of believing. It only means that, in some way or another, theology starts 

with a leap of faith. Speaking about God then does not mean to tell systematically who he is, and 

what he does, but it means being a witness of the God of whom we believe speaks and lives. This 

entails that we are telling our own narrative rather than God truth and this resembles Rorty's 

emphasis on the role of narratives.180 

All speaking about God will have a pragmatic basis, because it is based on the moments 

God met mankind. Consequently, theology will have no unquestioned first principles from where 

it  can  argue  towards  certain  doctrines  and  convictions.  We  may  believe  that  God  revealed 

may offer interesting possibilities to speak about God after Rorty. 
180An interesting view on the Bible and faith is given by Luke Timothy Johnson, 'Imagining the World Scripture 

imagines', in: Modern Theology, Vol. 14, No. 2, April 1998, pp. 165-180. He starts with a view on narratives that 
resembles Rorty's view, and shows how the leap of faith can be made, and to what kind of knowledge this will 
lead.
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himself, and give this revelation the place of philosophical first principles. That would mean that 

we argue out of the revelation of God, but this always requires a leap of faith. The believer then 

will  be  a  witness,  a  witness  of  God’s  interaction  with  this  world.  And that  is  a  story that, 

although it may sound incredible, is understandable to modern man.

This view on revelation leads to a way of belief that resembles a pragmatic way of living. It 

is in our everyday life that circumstances lead us to embrace a certain faith. This relation to this 

world can be described with 'caused by and causing' in the same way as Rorty does.

4.3.3 Hope and Experience

A final theme in Rortyan philosophy that is relevant for theology is hope. Rorty mentions hope 

primarily  when  he  speaks  about  his  social  utopia.  In  the  same  social  context  Heschel  and 

Moltmann  speak  about  the  care  of  God and  the  hope  for  a  better  world  that  is  offered  by 

Christianity. Because God is the one who still has to come, we can believe in this restoration of 

the world, but we can not prove it.

Our experience will play an important role in our belief. We may have experienced things 

that cause us to believe in final restoration. Moltmann claims that we can see the signs of the 

coming of God in everyday situations. Nevertheless, whether we explain these events as signs of 

the coming of God or not is a matter of faith. Hope also plays an important role in our knowledge 

of God, because this knowledge is not certain. 

The importance of hope in our knowledge of God can be illustrated by referring to the idea 

of pilgrimage. A typical example can be found in the story of Abraham. Although God promised 

to Abraham a son and a land for his descendants, we can see that he doubts this promise at 

several times in his life. Abraham often doubts God's promises, regardless of the overwhelming 

sense of God's presence at other periods. As long as his journey takes, he is not sure whether he 

will arrive or not. He chose to trust the voice, but could not be absolutely certain that it really 

was God's voice. When we take into account that Abraham is called the father of the faithful, a 

main characteristic of a believer is that he is a pilgrim who still has to arrive.

This  theme  of  pilgrimage  has  often  been  discussed  in  Christianity,  mainly  in  a  very 

practical context. However, I think it can be very fruitful to discuss this theme in relation to more 

philosophical questions regarding God and our knowledge about Him. It will lead to a view of 

faith and knowledge that leads to a different theology. Speaking about God will then have a very 

pragmatic starting point, and be rooted in everyday life. This will facilitate the dialogue between 

theology and those who see no reasons to believe in God. Although the conversation partners do 

not share the same world view, they at least share the same world.
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In this world we are confronted with diverse ways to live our life. It always involves a 

choice, and it always involves trust and hope. The basic attitude of Abraham was faith, and it is 

important to clarify the main characteristic of this faith. In Twee wijzen van geloven the Jewish 

philosopher Martin Buber (1878-1965) distinguishes between two definitions of faith. Faith can 

be interpreted as knowledge, but it also can be seen as trust.181  This view can be found in many 

other twentieth century theologians as well. The narrative of Abraham shows us that it is trust 

that is involved. For that very reason he can hope that he follows the right way, but does not 

know it certain enough to exclude all doubt. 

4.4  Theology in Modernity

It can be said that Rorty’s view on God fits easily within the modern sociological context. We 

have seen that the rationalisation that is characteristic for modernity leads to a dependency of 

knowledge on rationality. If we do not know something by rational and empirical methods, we 

cannot know it. Rorty, as a pragmatist, does not offer a different view on knowledge. It should be 

noticed that he weakens the idea of truth to a great extent, but that we still gain knowledge by 

coping with the world, which is empirical  and rational in a weaker sense. It is clear that we 

cannot answer the final questions about the existence of God in this way. This does not exclude 

his existence, but excludes certainty regarding God from our point of view. In emphasizing the 

themes of hope and the temporariness of faith, theology will link up with this theme.  

A second characteristic of modernity is the plurality of world views and religions, with 

which many people are confronted daily. Pluralism will make knowledge of the one true world 

view – assumed that there is one – much more unlikely. This uncertainty in speaking about truth 

with regard to world views is fundamental in Rorty’s philosophy. His basic assumption that we 

cannot  reach a  God’s eye view,  and so will  never  agree  on our  first  principles,  reflects  the 

everyday uncertainty of modern man. To modern man life is liquid. This liquidity resembles the 

biblical  idea  of  pilgrimage.  Faith  as  knowledge  does  not  fit  well  with  a  life  of  pilgrimage. 

However, faith that primarily means trust is a concept with which the modern individual daily is 

confronted.

Lastly we can see the subjectivity and internalisation, which are the consequence of the 

problems with speaking about external truth, in Rorty’s speaking on contingency. Many religious 

people nowadays  justify their  beliefs by referring to experience,  or other  internal  criteria.  In 

several  cases  they  even  redefine  God to  something  internal,  in  which  case  there  is  nothing 

external  left  to be justified.  In Rorty’s  philosophical  ideas on contingency we see this  same 

181 Martin Buber, Twee wijzen van geloven, Den Haag: Servire, p. 26. 
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internalised justification, he never refers to something outside this world.

The idea of the interaction of God with this world and with us may make sense to those 

who are used to such internal criteria. When this interaction is stressed, God is known because he 

is related to us and our world. This still asks for a leap of faith, but it does no longer place God 

outside our everyday world. Because God enters history, we do not have to leave history or this 

earth to meet Him. 

69



Conclusions

This thesis has attempted to answer the question what theology may gain by a dialogue with 

Richard Rorty, given the present confusion and difficulties surrounding speaking about God. It 

seemed that Rorty's philosophy excluded the existence of an external God and the possibility to 

speak about him, because of Rorty's  claim that all truth is contingent. However, after having 

examined  the  arguments,  it  must  be  concluded  that  Rortyan  philosophy  offers  interesting 

possibilities for theology in modernity, because its emphasis on contingency links up with the 

experience of modern man and offers interesting perspectives on the possibilities to speak about 

God. Rortyan philosophy can offer modern theology a good starting point, because it illustrates 

how to speak about truth in a world of uncertainties and because many characteristics of Rortyan 

philosophy are familiar both to modern man and to traditional theology.  

Sociological  research shows that  several  characteristics  of  modernity  make present  day 

speaking about an external God difficult. A basic development in modernity that has influenced 

the  possibility  to  speak about  God is  the process  of  secularisation.  Since the  Enlightenment 

religion  has  lost  its  overarching  function  in  society.  An  important  consequence  of  this 

development is that religion has become an option instead of a self-evident part of life. This 

entails that it is still possible to speak about religion in many ways, but that speaking about 'God' 

is  problematic.  In the first  place 'God'  almost lost  its  meaning, because it  refers to so many 

religious ideas and entities. Secondly, when individuals no longer see their life and society as 

related  to  God,  the  existence  of  a  God  outside  this  world,  is  an  improbable  and  needless 

hypothesis  that  requires  a  strong  justification.  However,  several  developments  in  modernity 

make it difficult to justify one's religious convictions.

The processes of pluralisation and rationalisation have led to a still greater improbability of 

religious  convictions.  The  emphasis  on  rational  justification  of  our  way  of  life  leads  to 

uncertainty  in  religion,  because  history  has  proven  that  questions  regarding  God  cannot  be 

answered by using rational methods or empirical research. A rational or empirical proof of God's 

nature or existence is not available and thus we cannot really prove which conviction is true. The 

fact that the modern individual is confronted with a whole range of religious ideas makes it even 

more difficult to decide which one of them is the right one.

The changes in the scope of religion during modernity also hinder speaking about God. The 

processes of differentiation and subjectivization made religion a rather individual affair. Due to 

differentiation religion ceased to be a part of everyday life. Work, marriage and friends are no 

longer necessarily connected to the church like they were in pre-modern times. Religion is only a 
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possible part of one's life, which can be chosen or not. This choice is made by the individual 

person, and as a consequence religion is often justified by subjective reasoning.

All these characteristics of modernity have one fundamental effect on religion. They all 

make the existence of God highly improbable as soon as 'God' is seen as 'the one true God who 

does exist apart from this world and who excludes by definition the existence of other Gods'. 

According to orthodox theology this definition of God would be rather minimal. Yet, to most 

people, the existence of God even is improbable when defined in this minimal sense. The main 

reason for this improbability is that the truth of religious convictions is no longer self-evident and 

cannot be proven. It is this improbability that offers a link between the sociological features of 

religion in our modern society and Rortyan philosophy. The Rortyan rejection of objectivity has 

the same basic characteristics as this present day difficulties in speaking about God.

According to Rorty objectivity is the justification of a conviction through reference to an 

authority  external  to the community.  The most fundamental  argument  in  Rorty's  rejection of 

objectivity is that objectivity requires a God's eye view. However, the only point of view we have 

is our human point of view. As humans, we cannot answer questions regarding the nature of this 

world, the nature of humanity or the nature of God simply because we do not have the required 

God's eye view. We are living our life in a rather confusing world and several questions simply 

cannot be answered. In his pragmatism Rorty argues from a view on this world and humanity 

that resembles the above sketched characteristics of modernity and modern man. 

As  we  have  seen,  Rorty  argues  that  absolute  truth  is  unknowable,  which  leads  to  the 

conclusion  that  all  of  our  convictions  are  contingent.  At  first  sight,  Rorty's  emphasis  on 

contingency seems to threaten the possibility of God's existence. Since Rorty excludes every 

possibility  to  speak  about  objective  truth,  it  seems  that  he  denies  the  possibility  that  it  is 

objectively true that God exists. However, this thesis argued that it cannot be concluded from 

Rorty's use of objectivity and solidarity that God cannot exist and that any attempt to speak about 

God is meaningless. 

After the analysis of Rorty's views on the contingency of language, self and community in 

the second chapter, it became clear that Rorty rejects a highly Platonic form of objectivity and 

realism. The main characteristics of the Platonism Rorty rejects, are the convictions that the real 

world or the real truth has to be found outside this world and that we are able to know this real 

truth. Consequently, Platonism distinguished between appearance (this world) and reality (the 

world of the ideas), between opinion (this world) and knowledge (the world of the ideas). These 

distinctions found their way into philosophy, and it are such distinctions Rorty rejects. 

The analysis  of  Rorty's  ideas  on contingency showed that  his  main point  was  that  we 
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cannot reach absolute certainty in the Platonic sense of the word, and thus that the assumption 

that there is a 'more real reality' makes no sense. It is a useless assumption because we are not in 

the position to know anything about it. Rorty's rejection of the Platonic real world only threatens 

the existence of God, when we assume that theology agrees with a Platonic distinction between 

the world we live in and God's reality. However, I have argued that this Platonic framework is 

not an crucial element in the conviction that God exists external to this world and that we can 

speak about him. 

That this Platonic framework is not essential in speaking about God, can be illustrated by 

focussing on Rorty's use of 'real'. According to Rorty, we cannot reach a reality that is more real 

than this world, and thus several questions cannot be answered. We will not reach agreement on 

questions regarding God, truth, man and morality, because we are not standing on the neutral 

ground that is required if we want to decide what is absolutely true and real. Whereas this does 

mean that we cannot be sure about God, it does not entail that He cannot exist. Therefore, it 

cannot be concluded that theology lost its relevance and possibilities after Rorty's emphasis on 

contingency. We can still speak about God, man and morality from our point of view, but then 

we have to acknowledge that absolute certainty is never guaranteed.

Rorty's emphasis on contingency is mainly based on his rejection of Platonic objectivity. 

Therefore, it cannot be said that Rorty's rejection of truth leads to a strict form of relativism. 

Rorty's  claim that  we cannot  reach certainty  differs  from the claim that  every conviction  is 

equally  valid.  Although  Rorty  does claim  that  we  cannot  decide  between  two  different 

vocabularies - which already makes him a relativist according to some definitions - he does not 

say that every opinion is as good as every other. We may be very well justified in agreeing with 

some convictions, and disagreeing with other convictions. 

There can be good reason to believe statements like 'there is a tree in our garden', or ‘there 

walks a man'. The same is true regarding the existence of God. According to Rorty, it is useless 

to speak about the essence of the given tree, about the nature of humanity or about the nature of 

God. However, this does not exclude speaking about trees and men, and neither will it exclude 

speaking about God. We therefore can say that, for a pragmatist, God might exist as real as a 

tree, or as any person we encounter in our everyday world. The only question that remains is how 

we can justify our faith in God, when we cannot be sure about who he is. 

Rorty offers a pragmatic view on the way we gain knowledge, whether it is knowledge 

about simple objects or knowledge about God. The crucial term in his ideas on knowledge is 

causality.  Rorty sees  the  relation  between man and his  environment  as  a  causal  relation.  In 

interaction with the world, man will have reasons to adopt a conviction. However, in this way 
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knowledge will never attain the level of absolute certainty. Certainty would require that we can 

judge our view of the world from a neutral point of view, and we are to narrowly related to this 

world reach such a point. Our everyday world is real enough, and we are living in it all the time, 

but whether it is 'truly real' is a question we cannot answer. Rorty's main point in his emphasis on 

causality is that we simply find ourselves standing in this world, and that this is the place where 

we gain knowledge. 

In his emphasis on causality Rorty attempts to avoid the philosophical questions that arise 

in the debate between realism and idealism. He is convinced that this debate is arguing about 

questions that cannot be answered. The questions whether the world we live in is real or not, and 

whether our knowledge about it can be trusted or not, need a God's eye view. Rorty will deny the 

realist assumption that it is possible to know how to gain knowledge about the world as it is. 

However, he does not deny the other fundamental assumption of realism, namely that the world 

exists  outside  us.  He  does say  that  the  world  exists  apart  from us  and  that  we  cannot  say 

whatever we want about it. This entails that Rorty is no idealist, but the question should be raised 

if he can claim that he avoids the problems related to realism. 

The  main  reason  for  his  rejection  of  realism  is  that  Rorty  connects  realism  with 

representationalism. According to Rorty a realist assumes that we can be sure about the way the 

world  is,  because  our  language  (or  mind)  represents  this  world.  Rorty  rejects  this  view on 

representation because it presupposes a rather Platonic world view. Representationalism assumes 

that the world exists apart from us and that language or the self is a mediator by which we can 

attain certainty regarding the world. Rorty does not deny the existence of the world apart from 

us, but he denies a semi-Platonic distinction between us and the world. According to Rorty we 

are primarily part of this world, and cannot view ourselves and the world from a distance to see 

how they are related. Therefore, we cannot know how to gain knowledge about the real world, 

and the assumptions of realism cannot be proven.

A weak point in Rorty's rejection of realism and his emphasis on pragmatism is that he 

illustrates  his  rejection  of  realism by referring to the impossibility  to  answer final  questions 

regarding the nature of things. However, he argues for pragmatism by saying that the existence 

of objects apart from us is a platitude and by using examples like the ones about trees to illustrate 

this point. He claims that he does not distinguish between everyday objects and abstract concepts 

like  morality  in  his  philosophy,  but  nevertheless  distinguishes  between  them  in  his 

argumentation. Thus, he rejects the correspondence theory of truth by saying that it does not 

work when we speak about vocabularies as a whole, but only in simple instances like 'there is a 

chair in that room'. 
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In this rejection of the correspondence theory of truth and of realism Rorty simplifies the 

related questions to a great extent. The conviction that the correspondence theory of truth will not 

work in certain cases is not new. This is exactly what Wittgenstein already acknowledged in the 

Tractatus when he ended his theory with the saying that we have to be silent regarding the things 

we  cannot  know.  In  the  Philosophical  Investigations Wittgenstein  says  that  even  in  basic 

propositions the relation between language and the world is complex, and that language should 

be seen as a game instead of a representation. However, Wittgenstein never defended the thesis 

that we are representing reality in the cases of morality, God, or human nature.

By  emphasizing  causality  Rorty  tries  to  avoid  the  philosophical  questions  regarding 

knowledge which we cannot answer. The question may be raised if Rorty is consistent in saying 

that it is a platitude that the world exists outside us and saying at the same time that he is no 

realist. Rorty does not want to deny the common sense convictions regarding the existence of this 

world, but neither does he want to answer the philosophical questions related to it.  However, 

despite this philosophical vagueness regarding the consequences of this emphasis on causality, it 

should be mentioned that the focus on causality does solve some problems connected with the 

question how we can know God.

Rorty's emphasis on the idea that we gain knowledge in a causal way can be interpreted in a 

rather common sense way. The basic point in Rorty's emphasis on causality is that we know that 

there are other people because we meet them, and that we believe in God because our everyday 

life offers us reasons to do so. This emphasis on causality does not answer the ontological and 

epistemological questions related to our convictions, but it resembles the religious practice in our 

modern  society.  In  all  speaking  about  religion  we  have  to  acknowledge  that  certainty  is 

unreachable,  simply because we fail  to convince others.  The improbability  of the truth of  a 

particular  religious  conviction  will  lead to  a  rather  pragmatic  justification,  because  the  only 

arguments we can offer to justify our convictions are the reasons why  we believe what seems 

improbable to others.

Rorty's emphasis on contingency and causality,  leads to the idea that we can only gain 

knowledge about God in this world, and that this knowledge always will be temporary. Rorty's 

focus on this world, and the temporariness of our knowledge, leads to the questions how we can 

gain knowledge about God and how we should speak about him. To answer these questions we 

turned to the theologies of Moltmann and Heschel. Both Heschel and Moltmann share Rorty's 

emphasis on this world and on the temporariness of our knowledge, but they will not conclude 

that we can no longer speak about God in a meaningful way. They share Rorty's rejection of 

Platonic metaphysics, but still do practice theology. An analysis of some basic themes in their 
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theologies will show us how we can speak about God after Rorty's rejection of objectivity.

Heschel and Moltmann reject the traditional metaphysical way of speaking about a God 

who is eternal and unchangeable. In their description of God they do not start with the Platonic 

view on God Rorty rejects, but they speak about God as the Creator of this world who cares for 

it. According to them, God is involved in our history, and they reject the concepts of eternity and 

unchangeability in the strict Platonic form, because these concepts involve a strict  separation 

between God and this world. By emphasizing God's relation with this world, and the pathos of 

God, their theology starts with a truly minimal and unplatonic metaphysics.  

The critique of Moltmann and Heschel on traditional theology resembles Rorty's critique in 

several aspects. Rorty, Heschel and Moltmann will agree on the facts that Platonic metaphysics 

does not bring us closer to the truth. Also, they all claim that we have to realise that we are living 

in this world, and that this entails that our vision and knowledge is more or less contingent. The 

fascinating difference is that Rorty almost excludes the existence of and knowledge about God 

because of these premises. However, according to Heschel and Moltmann it are exactly these 

ideas  where  our  knowledge  about  God  starts  and  where  God is  involved  in  our  lives.  The 

theologies of Moltmann and Heschel start exactly where the confusion of modern man regarding 

God begins. Therefore, analysing how they speak about God offers us several possibilities to 

speak about God in late modernity.

Heschel and Moltmann both emphasize that God and this world are related, and that God is 

the one who continues to reveal himself in our history because he is the Creator who cares for his 

world. Heschel's emphasis on God's pathos and Moltmann's emphasis on God's involvement in 

history lead to a non-metaphysical way of speaking about God. If we know God because we 

encounter him in our own world and history, it makes no sense to discuss God's existence and 

character apart from the way he is present in this world. 

According to Heschel and Moltmann we cannot define God, but we can meet him. This 

resembles the way in which a Rortyan pragmatist gains knowledge. According to Rorty we get to 

know the world because we are causally related to it. According to Heschel and Moltmann we 

get to know God because he encounters us in this world. It is by interacting with our environment 

-which may include God- that we gain knowledge, and although this will never lead to absolute 

certainty  or  the  possibility  to  prove  God's  existence,  we  may  be  sure  enough  about  our 

convictions. 

The statement that all our speaking about God takes place on this earth does not entail that 

God does not exist external to this world. The main point is that we are standing in this world, 

and that this is not a good position to answers the meta-questions regarding God's existence. This 
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does not entail that we can say or believe whatever we like regarding God. If God exists, we 

cannot say whatever we want about him, and not every proposition regarding God will be true. 

For example, it will be true or false that God is the creator of this world. When the meaning of 

'creator of this world' is given, a proposition like this cannot be true and false at the same time.

Rortyan  philosophy  does  not  exclude  God's  existence,  and  thus  cannot  exclude  the 

possibility that God can reveal himself in this world. In the same sense that it is true or false that 

a particular tree is an apple tree, will it be true or false that God has spoken to some people. This 

entails that we may gain knowledge about God in this world and that we do not need to transcend 

our everyday world in order to know God. However, when we know God because he reveals 

himself our knowledge still is uncertain. Even when God reveals himself to us, we are not able to 

answer the question whether it really is God we met, or if the experience should be explained 

otherwise. We may believe the given revelation, but it would require a God's eye view to be 

absolutely certain. 

We may be inclined to demand answers regarding God's existence or character, because it 

seems to be strange to assume God's existence and to claim that it cannot be proven. However, 

then it must be said that history has proven consistently enough that we will not reach agreement 

on these questions. This means that the answer to many metaphysical  questions will  be very 

hypothetical and not convincing – perhaps even barely meaningful - to many of us and that we 

are not in the position to change this. We do not have to conclude, as Rorty does, that these 

metaphysical  questions are completely useless and that  we do not have to try answering the 

questions regarding God's existence. However, we have to conclude that the answers to these 

questions, however important, are temporary. 

When theology realises that all speaking about God starts on this earth, it may find ways to 

speak about God that sound rather familiar to the modern individual who is standing in a world 

that is characterised by pluralism, rationalism, subjectivism and contingency. Such an individual 

may have lost his trust in 'overarching narratives that explain how things really are', and may be 

baffled by the available options at the religious market. Theology does not have to agree that our 

everyday world and every truth are contingent. However, theology has to realise that it is not 

possible to leave all contingency behind and reach absolute certainty.

Standing in this world, we may have well justified reasons to believe in God, as we have 

justified reasons to believe that there is a tree in front of us. However, all justification will be 

pragmatic to some extent and will not be a final justification that can convince all other people. 

This does not exclude God's existence. It may be useless to say that God 'really' exists in the 

Platonic sense of 'real', because it is impossible for us to prove this assumption. Nevertheless, 
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God may exist real enough to do the things he promised, as Jesus may exist real enough to return 

as  King and judge  the  whole earth.  The point  is  that  we have to realize  that  'real'  is  not  a 

complicated, philosophical term, but a very common word that is used every day.

Rorty argued that something like the second coming of Christ might convince everyone of 

the truth of Christianity.  He mainly used this idea to illustrate why Christianity is unlikely to 

contain truth, since the things that may prove its truth did not happen for almost two thousand 

years.  Nevertheless,  this passage shows how, according to Rorty,  the truth of a religion  can 

actually be proven. However, it is not we who can prove religion's truth, but God can do so by 

revealing himself in such a way that all people will agree on his existence. This entails that the 

truth of religion is contingent from our point of view, but that the existence of God can be as 

certain as the existence of a tree as soon as God reveals himself clear enough. The proposition 

'God exists' is as clear as the proposition 'this tree exists', and both can be true in the same way. 

However, it is easier for us to justify the latter easier than to justify the former.

Rorty's critique on religion simply reminds theology of the fact that faith is not meant to be 

certain knowledge. The main characteristic of faith is that it is trust in God, and where trust is 

involved we cannot say that there is certain knowledge. If I am certain about something, trust is a 

meaningless term that cannot be used. The idea that faith is trust, can be found in many modern 

theologians. However, it is important to stress this definition of faith because it is crucial in the 

dialogue  between  theology  and  Rortyan  philosophy.  'Faith  as  trust'  emphasizes  the  relation 

between God and this world, instead of our knowledge about God. The discussion of Heschel's 

and Moltmann's theology showed that this emphasis on the relation between God and this world 

leads to a rather unplatonic metaphysics that has many consequences for the way we speak about 

God.

The idea that we know God because we meet him in this world, not because we can reach 

him, has several consequences for the way we speak about our convictions. In this case theology 

may be able to justify its convictions, but is not able to proof them. When faith is trust, it cannot 

be avoided that all knowledge about God has an aspect of temporariness and uncertainty. Thus, 

all faith involves hope and searching. We may believe in God's existence and trust his promises, 

but at the same time we are a pilgrim who still has to reach his destiny. The themes of hope and 

pilgrimage have often been discussed in theology, and they may get a new relevance in our post-

modern context. 

To be understood in a post-modern time theology might do well by admitting that it also is 

speaking as a pilgrim, wandering on this earth. Theology may offer the best it can but cannot 

claim or prove to possess the truth. Theology cannot be founded on unquestioned first principles 
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about God's character and existence. We cannot move beyond this world to prove that our view 

of the world is the best. If God exists, there is a God's eye view. Still, we speak from our human 

point of view. However, this human point of view does not exclude that we believe in God and 

that we are related to God. We can still live our life moved by the love and care of God, who 

calls us to follow him in our everyday life. 

78



Bibliography

 Ayer, Alfred J., Language, Truth and Logic, London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1958, p. 115.

 Bakker, Mariëtte and Jan Flameling, 'Richard Rorty', in: Maarten Doorman and Heleen 

Pott,  Filosofen van deze tijd, Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 2002, pp. 278-292. 

 Bauman, Zygmunt, Liquid Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2006.

 Berger, Peter L., The Sacred Canopy, Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion, New 

York: Doubleday, 1990.

 Brink, Gijsbert van den and Marcel Sarot (eds.)  Understanding the Attributes of God, 

Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1999.

 Buber, Martin, Twee wijzen van geloven, Den Haag: Servire.

 Dann, Elijah G., After Rorty, The Possibilities for Ethics and Religious Belief, London/ 

New York: Continuum, 2006.

 Dawkins, Richard, The Selfish Gene, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.

 Dawkins, Richard, The God Delusion, London: Black Swan, 2007. 

 Giddens, Anthony, The Consequences of Modernity, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 

1997.

 Grim,  Patrick,  'Impossibility  Arguments'  in:  Michael  Martin  (ed.),  The  Cambridge 

Companion to Philosophical Atheism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp. 

199-214.

 Hellemans, Staf en Henk Tieleman, 'Religie en moderniteit. Een godsdienstsociologische 

benadering',  in:  Staf  Hellemans,  Henk  Tieleman  and  Ria  Kloppenborg  (eds.),  De 

moderniteit van religie, Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2001.

 Heschel, Abraham Joshua, The Prophets, New York: Harper Perennial, 2001. 

 Heschel, Abraham Joshua, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism, New York: 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1987.

 Johnson, Luke Timothy, 'Imagining the World Scripture imagines', in: Modern Theology, 

Vol. 14, No. 2, April 1998, pp. 165-180.

 Kuhn,  Thomas  S., The  Structure  of  Scientific  Revolutions,  Chicago:  University  of 

Chicago Press, 1970.

 Loo,  Hans  van der,  and Willem van Reijen,  Paradoxen van Modernisering,  Bussum: 

Coutinho, 1997.

 Louth, Andrew, The Origins of the Christi.an Mystical Tradition, From Plato to Denys, 

Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983.

79



 Moltmann, Jürgen, Theologie der Hoffnung, München: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1966.

 Moltmann, Jürgen, Kerk in het krachtveld van de Geest, bouwstenen voor een messiaanse  

ekklesiologie, Baarn: Ambo.

 Moltmann,  Jürgen,  Das Kommen Gottes,  Gütersloh:  Kaiser,  Gütersloher  Verlagshaus, 

1995.

 Nietzsche, Friedrich, De vrolijke wetenschap, Amsterdam: De Arbeiderspers, 2003.

 Philipse,  Herman,  Atheïstisch  Manifest  en  De onredelijkheid  van religie,  Amsterdam: 

Bert Bakker, 2004.

 Pieterse, Hendrik R., ‘Neopragmatism and the Christian Desire for a Transcendent God:

Is a Meaningful Dialogue Possible?’, in: Essays in Philosophy, A Biannual Journal, Vol. 

3, No. 2, 2002.

 Pinnock, Clark H., Most Moved Mover, A Theology of God’s Openness, Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Academic, 2001.

 Popper,  Karl, Logik  der  Forschung,  zur  Erkenntnistheorie  der  modernen  

Naturwissenschaft, Wien: Verlag von Julius Springer, 1935.

 Reece, Gregory L., Irony and Religious Belief, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002.

 Rorty, Richard, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1980. [PMN]

 Rorty,  Richard,  Objectivity,  Relativism,  and  Truth,  Philosophical  Papers  volume  1, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. [PP1]

 Rorty,  Richard,  Consequences  of  Pragmatism,  Minneapolis:  University  of  Minnesota 

Press, 1982. [CP]

 Rorty,  Richard,  Contingency,  Irony  and Solidarity,  Cambridge:  Cambridge University 

Press, 1989. [CIS]

 Rorty,  Richard,  Truth  and  Progress,  Philosophical  Papers  volume  3, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998. [PP3]

 Rorty, Richard, Philosophy and Social Hope, London: Penguin Books, 1999. [PSH]

 Rorty,  Richard,  Philosophy  as  Cultural  Politics,  Philosophical  Papers  volume  4, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. [PP4]

 Rorty, Richard and Gianni Vattimo, Santiago Zabala (ed.),  De toekomst van de religie, 

Kampen: Klement, 2006. [TR]

 Taylor, Charles, A Secular Age, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007.

80



 Wissink, Jozef, 'Geloof en kerk in de moderniteit', in: Staf Hellemans, Henk Tieleman 

and Ria Kloppenborg (eds.), De moderniteit van religie, Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2001, pp. 

55-69.

 Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Logisch-philosophische Abhandlung, Tractatus logico-

philosophicus, (Kritische Edition), Frankfurt am Main:  Suhrkamp, 2001.

 Wittgenstein,  Ludwig,  Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus,  Tagebücher 1914-1916, Philo-

sophische Untersuchungen, (Werkausgabe Band 1), Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1984.

81


