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richard rorty achieving our country is an essential exploration of American
pragmatism, political philosophy, and cultural identity. This article delves into Richard
Rorty's influential essay “Achieving Our Country,” which critiques contemporary leftist
politics while advocating for a renewed sense of national purpose rooted in democratic
ideals. By examining Rorty’s arguments, the philosophical underpinnings of his thought,
and the cultural and political context in which this work emerged, readers can gain a
comprehensive understanding of its significance. The discussion also highlights key
themes such as nationalism, pragmatism, and the role of intellectuals in shaping political
discourse. This overview will provide a clear roadmap for understanding the complex ideas
presented by Rorty and their ongoing relevance in American political and cultural debates.
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Background and Context of “Achieving Our
Country”
Richard Rorty’s essay “Achieving Our Country” was originally published in 1997, during a
period of significant political and cultural shifts in the United States. The essay emerged
as part of a broader dialogue about the direction of the American left, which Rorty
perceived as divided and ineffective. His critique was aimed at what he described as the
“cultural left,” which emphasized identity politics and postmodern skepticism over
pragmatic political engagement. Understanding the historical and social context of the
1990s is crucial for grasping the motivations behind Rorty’s arguments and the urgency of
his call for a renewed progressive patriotism.

Historical and Political Climate
The 1990s were marked by the end of the Cold War, the rise of globalization, and the
increasing influence of neoliberal economic policies. These changes affected American
political discourse, leading to debates about national identity, economic justice, and the
role of government. Rorty’s essay responded to the perceived fragmentation of the left and



the decline of a unifying political vision that could inspire collective action.

Publication and Reception
“Achieving Our Country” was published in the magazine New Literary History and later
included in Rorty’s collection of essays. The work was widely discussed among
philosophers, political theorists, and cultural critics, sparking debates about patriotism,
pragmatism, and the future of progressive politics. It remains a significant text for those
interested in American philosophy and political thought.

Core Themes in Richard Rorty’s Argument
Richard Rorty achieving our country centers on several interrelated themes that define his
vision for a revitalized American political culture. These themes include the promotion of
pragmatic political engagement, the rejection of cynicism, and the advocacy for a unifying
patriotic sentiment grounded in democratic values.

Pragmatism as a Political Ethic
At the heart of Rorty’s argument is the concept of pragmatism, which emphasizes practical
consequences and results over ideological purity. He urges progressives to focus on what
works in achieving social justice and economic equality rather than becoming mired in
abstract theoretical disputes. Pragmatism, for Rorty, is a method for navigating political
realities with flexibility and optimism.

Critique of Cynicism and Postmodernism
Rorty critiques the cultural left’s embrace of postmodern skepticism and cynicism, which
he believes has led to political paralysis. He argues that this intellectual stance
undermines collective efforts to achieve common goals by fostering distrust in grand
narratives and shared values. Instead, Rorty advocates for a hopeful and forward-looking
approach that can inspire political mobilization.

Patriotism and National Pride
Contrary to some progressive critiques of nationalism, Rorty calls for a renewed sense of
patriotism tied to the ideals of democracy, equality, and liberty. He suggests that a
positive attachment to one’s country can serve as a motivating force for social reform and
political participation. This form of patriotism is inclusive and focused on improving the
nation rather than celebrating exclusionary or ethnocentric identities.



Philosophical Foundations: Pragmatism and
Democracy
Richard Rorty’s philosophical approach in “Achieving Our Country” draws heavily on the
American pragmatist tradition, particularly the works of John Dewey and William James.
His emphasis on democracy, practical reasoning, and anti-foundationalism shapes his
vision of political engagement.

American Pragmatism Explained
Pragmatism is a philosophical movement that evaluates ideas based on their practical
effects and usefulness in solving problems. Rorty’s adoption of pragmatism rejects the
search for absolute truths or metaphysical foundations in favor of contingent, context-
dependent knowledge. This approach aligns with his political call for adaptable strategies
that address real-world challenges.

Democracy as an Ethical Ideal
For Rorty, democracy is not merely a form of government but an ethical ideal that requires
active participation, mutual respect, and an ongoing commitment to social improvement.
He underscores the importance of democratic solidarity as a basis for political action and
national identity, arguing that democracy depends on shared narratives that unite citizens
in common purpose.

Intellectuals and Their Role
Rorty places special emphasis on the role of intellectuals in shaping public discourse and
political culture. He believes that intellectuals should contribute to the creation of hopeful
and inspiring narratives rather than indulging in detachment or criticism that alienates
potential allies. Their task is to help “achieve our country” by fostering a sense of
collective responsibility and possibility.

Critique of the Left and Cultural Politics
One of the most distinctive aspects of Richard Rorty achieving our country is its critical
examination of contemporary leftist politics, particularly the cultural left’s focus on
identity and language.

Division Between Economic and Cultural Left
Rorty distinguishes between the “economic left,” which focuses on social justice, economic
redistribution, and class-based politics, and the “cultural left,” which prioritizes issues
related to race, gender, and identity. He argues that the cultural left’s emphasis on



difference and skepticism has weakened the broader progressive movement by alienating
working-class constituencies and undermining solidarity.

Rejection of Postmodernist Influence
The essay critiques postmodernism’s impact on leftist thought, especially its rejection of
grand narratives and universal values. Rorty contends that this intellectual trend has led
to fragmentation and a loss of direction in progressive politics, making it difficult to
mobilize people around common goals.

Call for a Unifying Political Vision
Rorty advocates for a politics that transcends identity-based divisions and focuses on
shared aspirations for a more just and equitable society. He calls for a renewed emphasis
on economic issues and collective action, combined with a patriotic attachment to
democratic ideals, as the foundation for progressive success.

Nationalism and Patriotism in Rorty’s Vision
Unlike many contemporary critics, Richard Rorty offers a positive account of nationalism
and patriotism, viewing them as essential components of political motivation and social
cohesion.

Patriotism as a Source of Political Energy
Rorty argues that patriotic feelings can energize citizens to work toward societal
improvement and democratic renewal. He sees patriotism not as blind allegiance but as a
critical and hopeful engagement with one’s country’s values and potential.

Inclusive and Democratic Nationalism
His vision of nationalism is inclusive, emphasizing the importance of embracing diversity
and rejecting ethnocentric or exclusionary forms of national identity. This democratic
nationalism centers on shared commitments to freedom, equality, and mutual respect.

Relevance to Contemporary Politics
In the context of rising nationalist movements and political polarization, Rorty’s call for a
pragmatic, hopeful patriotism offers an alternative framework for understanding national
identity. His ideas challenge both uncritical nationalism and the dismissal of patriotic
sentiment in progressive politics.



Impact and Legacy of “Achieving Our Country”
Richard Rorty’s “Achieving Our Country” has had a lasting influence on political
philosophy, cultural criticism, and progressive thought in the United States. Its critique of
the cultural left and its defense of pragmatic patriotism continue to resonate in
contemporary debates.

Influence on Political Discourse
The essay has shaped discussions about the role of nationalism, the nature of progressive
politics, and the responsibilities of intellectuals. It has encouraged reevaluation of
strategies for political engagement and coalition-building within the American left.

Criticism and Controversy
While influential, Rorty’s work has also faced criticism for oversimplifying complex
political dynamics and for its perceived dismissal of identity politics. Some critics argue
that his pragmatic optimism underestimates structural inequalities and the significance of
cultural struggles.

Ongoing Relevance
Despite critiques, the themes explored in “Achieving Our Country” remain pertinent to
current political challenges, including debates over nationalism, social justice, and
democratic renewal. The essay continues to serve as a valuable resource for
understanding the interplay between philosophy and politics in America.

Pragmatism emphasizes practical solutions over ideological rigidity.

Rorty critiques the cultural left’s focus on identity politics and postmodern
skepticism.

He advocates for a unifying, inclusive patriotism grounded in democratic ideals.

The essay distinguishes between economic and cultural leftist priorities.

Intellectuals play a crucial role in fostering hopeful political narratives.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the central theme of Richard Rorty's 'Achieving
Our Country'?
The central theme of 'Achieving Our Country' is the critique of postmodernism and the call
for a renewed progressive politics grounded in patriotism and pragmatic optimism about
America's future.

How does Richard Rorty view the role of intellectuals in
'Achieving Our Country'?
Rorty argues that intellectuals should engage with the broader public to promote
democratic ideals and national solidarity, rather than retreat into academic skepticism or
moral relativism.

What critique does Rorty make about the New Left in
'Achieving Our Country'?
Rorty critiques the New Left for its focus on cultural critique and identity politics, which
he believes undermines efforts to build a unifying political vision and address economic
and social inequalities.

How does 'Achieving Our Country' address American
patriotism?
Rorty defends a form of pragmatic patriotism that encourages citizens to take pride in
their country while also striving to improve it through democratic participation and social
reform.

What is Richard Rorty's stance on nationalism in
'Achieving Our Country'?
Rorty supports a moderate nationalism that fosters a shared sense of purpose and
community, which he sees as essential for achieving political progress and social cohesion.

In 'Achieving Our Country,' how does Rorty propose to
overcome political polarization?
Rorty suggests fostering a common national narrative and focusing on practical reforms to
unite citizens across ideological divides and rebuild a shared commitment to democratic
ideals.

What role does Rorty assign to culture and literature in
'Achieving Our Country'?
Rorty believes culture and literature can inspire citizens by providing narratives that
promote hope, solidarity, and a vision of a better society, contributing to political



engagement.

How does 'Achieving Our Country' relate to
contemporary political debates?
The book remains relevant by addressing themes of national identity, the role of
intellectuals, and the need for pragmatic politics, which continue to resonate in
discussions about democracy and social progress today.

What solutions does Richard Rorty offer for revitalizing
American democracy in 'Achieving Our Country'?
Rorty advocates for a reinvigorated progressive movement that embraces patriotism,
practical policy goals, and a commitment to democratic participation to address economic
and social challenges.

Additional Resources
1. Achieving Our Country: Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America
Richard Rorty's seminal work critiques the fragmentation of the American left and
advocates for a pragmatic, patriotic approach to politics. He argues for a revival of
progressive nationalism rooted in the ideals of the New Deal. This book challenges
intellectuals to engage more directly with the public and democratic institutions. It
remains a vital text for understanding the intersection of culture, politics, and philosophy
in modern America.

2. Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity
In this influential book, Rorty develops his philosophy of pragmatism and rejects
traditional notions of objective truth. He explores how language shapes our understanding
of reality and emphasizes the importance of solidarity over metaphysical certainty. The
work complements themes in "Achieving Our Country" by advocating for a flexible,
hopeful attitude in political discourse.

3. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature
This groundbreaking book challenges the traditional epistemological view that the mind
mirrors reality. Rorty argues against the idea of objective knowledge and promotes a
pragmatic approach to truth and knowledge. His critique of representationalism provides
important philosophical context for the political ideas he explores in "Achieving Our
Country."

4. Truth and Progress: Philosophical Papers
A collection of essays that delve into Rorty's thoughts on truth, progress, and democracy.
The papers explore how pragmatic philosophy can inform political and social progress,
echoing the themes of hope and collective effort found in "Achieving Our Country." This
volume is essential for understanding Rorty’s broader intellectual project.

5. The Future of American Liberalism
This book examines the evolution of liberal thought in the United States, with a focus on



the challenges and opportunities facing the left. It reflects on Rorty’s call for a pragmatic,
inclusive political vision that can unite diverse groups toward common goals. The book
serves as an extension of the ideas presented in "Achieving Our Country."

6. Democracy and Education in America
Exploring the role of education in a democratic society, this book argues for an
educational system that fosters critical thinking and civic engagement. It aligns with
Rorty’s vision of an informed and active citizenry as essential to achieving national
progress. The text provides practical insights into how democratic ideals can be cultivated
through schooling.

7. Patriotism and Progress: Essays on American Political Identity
A collection of essays discussing the complex relationship between patriotism and
progressive politics in the United States. The book resonates with Rorty’s argument that a
renewed sense of national pride can energize leftist movements. It encourages readers to
rethink nationalism in a way that supports social justice and democratic participation.

8. Pragmatism and Social Change
This volume explores the influence of pragmatist philosophy on social and political reform
movements. It highlights how Rorty’s ideas inspire practical approaches to addressing
societal challenges. The book complements "Achieving Our Country" by demonstrating the
applicability of pragmatism to real-world political activism.

9. Rorty and the American Left: Renewing Progressive Politics
An analytical study of Richard Rorty’s impact on contemporary leftist thought in America.
The book assesses how Rorty’s call for cultural renewal and pragmatic politics can
revitalize progressive agendas. It offers a critical perspective on the successes and
limitations of his proposals as outlined in "Achieving Our Country."
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