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Abstract

Inspired by linguistic and pragmatic turn, Richard Rorty suggests a
contextualist interpretation of relation between truth and justification, and
refuses any substantive function of such concepts as reality, truth, and
justification beyond justificatory practices which are totally context-
bounded. In contrast, in spite of coming to terms with Rorty’s neo-
pragmatism in general, Hilary Putnam believes his naturalistic approach is
uncapable to explain the transcendent character of such important
concepts as truth and justification. He also questions Rorty’s exclusively
sociological attitude toward justification which makes a nonsense of any
reform or progress in the transformation of justificatory practices. In this
essay, I would try to show that how Putnam’s criticisms, founded on
irreducibility of the normative to the natural, leads Rorty to leave his overtly
fervent naturalism found in his early work, and persuades him to insist on a
vocabulary pluralism. As a result of this debate, Rorty attempts to make a
contextualist reinterpretation of such necessary concepts as
“transcendence” and “idealization” to recover normative connotation of

* Assistant professor in department of philosophy, faculty of letters and human

sciences, Shahid Beheshti university, Tehran, Iran. Email: mo_nouri@sbu.ac.ir
Recived date: 4/10/2022 Accepted date: 1/2/2023


https://doi.org/10.22034/iw.2023.364448.1651

94 Morteza Nouri

“reform” and “progress”, without relying on such metaphysical concepts as
objectivity or truth.
Key words: contextualism, justification, truth, idealization, normativity

Extended Abstract

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Richard Rorty questions three main
presuppositions of epistemological tradition: (1) that we know our mental
states better than any other things, (2) that knowledge consists in
representing external objects, and (3) that truth of propositions is depended
on self-justifying evidences. To give up these three presuppositions is to give
up the foundationalist urge for justifying knowledge on something beyond
justificatory practices of a community. By substituting the request for
objectivity with the request for “as much intersubjective agreement as
possible”, we could give up entirely the dream of a God’s eye-view and found
justification on the web of social norms.

In spite of having sympathy with Richard Rorty in rejecting God’s eye-view
and metaphysical realism resulted from it, Hilary Putnam believes that there
is a set of principles that a true pragmatist should try to retain, even though
any metaphysical attempt at explaining them has been disappointed.
Among these principles are those that such normative concepts as
justification and reform are founded on. Without any attempt to explain
these concepts, we would be inevitably trapped in a self-refuting relationism
in which any reform in our justificatory practices no longer makes any
sense. Therefore, He tries to find a middle term between metaphysical
realism and Rorty’s contextualism, by idealizing concepts of truth and
justification.

In contrast, Rorty resolutely refuses any access to a perspective beyond
justificatory practices of our own linguistic community, by showing that
Putnam’s idealizations are deeply founded on the context-bounded liberal-
democratic practices and, therefore, could not afford to carry out that
crucial function he expects from them.

I would try to show that Putnam’s criticisms of Rorty are partly plausible as
he suggests a fervent naturalistic interpretation of contextualism. If it is to
be suggested as an exclusive explanatory vocabulary, naturalism rules out
any normative connotation of “justification”. Relying on a sociological point
of view, Roty’s naturalism in justification explains behavior of members of a
community as merely natural facts which should be studied in terms of
evidential, inductive methods. In other words, in order to determine
whether one is justified in saying P, we cannot help to observe the reception
of his statement by his peers. He denies any perspective other than
sociological one. On the other hand, in order not to rule out the possibility
of reform in their practices, Rorty concedes that it is possible that the
majority of the members of a community is wrong. For if the majority is
always right and its practices are the standard of warranted statements, how
it makes sense to speak of practices as capable of reform?

However, it seems that any attempt to make sense of this possibility on
sociological perspective, would be to no avail, since the sociologist as
sociologist, just neutrally report how the majority usually behave and how
some people might deviate from those social standards. AISII of his reports are
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presented from the external perspective of an observer, different from
internal perspective of the participants. These two perspectives are
irreducible to one another. From the sociological point of view, those
members whose behavior shows a deviation from the social standards “just
behave differently” _ without any normative signification in this way of
speaking. From the internal perspective of participants, however, such
members could be described as “wrong”, or even “right” in case they could
justify their behavior for the majority of their peers. From the former
Eersfpective, these members just do or not do what seems naturally to do,
ut from the latter one, they should or should not do what they actually do.
On the other hand, When Rorty gives up insisting exclusively on naturalism
and, on an attitude of vocabulary pluralism, allows to normative, internal
perspective, he can escape Putnam'’s criticism.
“To say that something is better "understood" in one vocabulary than another is
always an ellipsis for the claim that a description in the preferred vocabulary is
more useful for a certain purpose. If the purpose is prediction, then one will want
one sort of vocabulary. If it is evaluation, one may or may not want a different sort
of vocabulary. (In the case of evaluating artillery fire, for example, the predictive
vocabulary of ballistics will do nicely. In the case of evaluating human character,
the vocabulary of stimulus and response is beside the point.)” (Rorty 1989: 197)
On this attitude, both internal and external perspectives could function in
the process of justification, but with two distinct interests or ends; When we
identify ourself as a member of the society we are studying its norms or
justificatory practices, or when we are judging a person’s behavior whom
we count as our cultural peer, we are actually adopting the internal
perspective which carries normative connotations, and since there are
common norms or common justificatory practices between us, it makes
sense to speak of such normative concepts as “critique”, “reform”, and
“progress”. In contrast, when there is no common interest or ends between
us and those whose behavior we are studying, or when we consider our case
studies as acting automatically on social norms of the community of which
they believe themselves as members, our perspective is external and
sociological one. In these cases, justification is considered as a natural or
factual process without any normative signification.
Furthermore, Rorty speaks of two distinct discourses, normal and abnormal,
with different mechanisms of value transformation. In normal discourse,
because of there being common norms in the process of transforming
justificatory practices, it usually makes sense to discuss about whether this
transformation should count as reform or not. When there is a cultural
discontinuity between the members of a society, however, the common
standard needed for this sort of evaluation is missing. In these cases, we
would be uncapable to judge whether the transformation happened in the
justificatory practices should be judged as progress or not, but this
incapability should not be considered as the weakness of Rorty’s
explanation. Because of there being a radical discontinuity between two
periods, after and before cultural paradigm shift, and the resulted
incomparability of their respective justificatory norms, such concepts of
reform or progress inevitably lose their usual sense.
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. God’s eye-view

. View from Nowhere

. coping better

¢ . reconstructive reflection

°. idealized rational acceptability.
*. being right

¥ thinking he is right

* . mental suicide

*. vocables

. phenomenalism

""" logical construction

'". ambidexterity

" thinker

't correctness

' . culture-bound

", acceptability to us at our best

' better versions of ourselves
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™. final vocabulary
" . fact of the matter
. sub specie aeternitatis
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