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Cultural politics and the question of the
existence of God

cultural politics

The term “cultural politics” covers, among other things, arguments
about what words to use. When we say that Frenchmen should stop refer-
ring to Germans as “Boches,” or that white people should stop referring to
black people as “niggers,” we are practicing cultural politics. For our socio-
political goals – increasing the degree of tolerance that certain groups of
people have for one another – will be promoted by abandoning these lin-
guistic practices.

Cultural politics is not confined to debates about hate speech. It includes
projects for getting rid of whole topics of discourse. It is often said, for
example, that we should stop using the concepts of “race” and “caste,” stop
dividing the human community up by genealogical descent. The idea is to
lessen the chances that the question “who are his or her ancestors?” will be
asked. Many people urge that words like “noble blood,” “mixed blood,”
“outcaste,” “intermarriage,” “untouchable,” and the like should be dropped
from the language. For, they argue, this would be a better world if the suit-
ability of people as spouses or employees or public officials were judged
entirely on the basis of their behavior, rather than partially by reference to
their ancestry.

This line of thinking is sometimes countered by saying “but there really
are inherited differences – ancestry does matter.” The rejoinder is: there cer-
tainly are inheritable physical characteristics, but these do not, in them-
selves, correlate with any characteristics that could provide a good reason
for breaking up a planned marriage, or voting for or against a candidate.
We may need the notion of genetic transmission for medical purposes, but
not for any other purposes. So instead of talking about different races, let
us just talk about different genes.

In the case of “race,” as in that of “noble blood,” the question “is there
such a thing?” and the question “should we talk about such a thing?” seem
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pretty well interchangeable. That is why we tend to classify discussion of
whether to stop talking about different races as “political” rather than “sci-
entific” or “philosophical.” But there are other cases in which it seems odd
to identify questions about what exists with questions about what it is
desirable to discuss.

The question of whether to talk about neutrons, for example, seems a
strictly scientific question. That is why people who regret that physicists
ever investigated radioactivity, or speculated about the possibility of split-
ting the atom, are accused of confusing science with politics. It seems
natural to separate the political question of whether it was a good thing for
humanity that scientists began to think about the possibility of atomic
fission from scientific questions about the existence and properties of ele-
mentary particles.

I have sketched this contrast between the case of races and that of neu-
trons because it raises the question I want to discuss: how do we tell when,
if ever, an issue about what exists should be discussed without reference to
our sociopolitical goals? How should we split up culture into areas to which
cultural politics is relevant and areas which should be kept free of it? When
is it appropriate to say “we had better talk about them, because they exist”
and when is that remark not to the point?

These questions are important for debates about what roles religion
should play in contemporary society. Many people think that we should
just stop talking about God. They think this for much the same reasons
that they believe talk of race and caste to be a bad thing. Lucretius’ Tantum
religio potuit suadere malorum has been quoted for two millennia in order
to remind us that religious conviction can easily be used to excuse cruelty.
Marx’s claim that religion is the opiate of the people sums up the suspicion,
widespread since the Enlightenment, that ecclesiastical institutions are
among the principal obstacles to the formation of a global cooperative
commonwealth. Many people agree with Marx that we should try to create
a world in which human beings devote all their energies to increasing
human happiness in this world, rather than taking time off to think about
the possibility of life after death.

To say that talk about God should be dropped because it impedes the
search for human happiness is to take a pragmatic attitude toward religion
that many religious believers find offensive and that some theologians
think beside the point. The point, they would insist, is that God exists, or
perhaps that human beings really do have immortal souls. Granted that the
existence of God or of an immortal soul is controversial, that controversy
should be explicitly about what exists, not about whether religious belief
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conduces to human happiness. First things first: ontology precedes cultural
politics.

william james ’ view of religion

I want to argue that cultural politics should replace ontology, and also that
whether it should or not is itself a matter of cultural politics. Before turning
to the defense of these theses, however, I want to underline the importance
of such issues for philosophers who, like myself, are sympathetic to William
James’ pragmatism. James agreed with John Stuart Mill that the right thing
to do, and a fortiori the right belief to acquire, is always the one that will
do most for human happiness. So he advocated a utilitarian ethics of belief.
James often comes close to saying that all questions, including questions
about what exists, boil down to questions about what will help create a
better world.

James’ willingness to say this sort of thing has made him subject to accu-
sations of intellectual perversity. For his view seems to suggest that, when
notions like “race-mixing” and “atomic fission” are brought into the con-
versation, it is apposite to exclaim: “Let’s not talk about that sort of thing!
It’s too dangerous! Let’s not go there!” James seems to countenance doing
what Peirce forbade: blocking the road of inquiry, refusing to find out what
the world is really like because doing so might have harmful effects on
human beings.

To give a concrete example, many people have argued that psycholo-
gists should not try to find out whether inheritable physical features are
correlated with intelligence, simply because of the social harm that a
positive answer to this question might produce. James’ view of truth
seems to suggest that these people are making a good point. People who
are suspicious of pragmatism, on the other hand, argue that preventing
scientists from doing experiments to find out whether intelligence is
genetically transmissible, or to find out whether a neutron bomb is feasi-
ble, is to sin against truth. On their view, we should separate practical
questions about whether eugenics or racial discrimination should be prac-
ticed, from the straightforwardly empirical question about whether
Europeans are, on average, stupider than Asiatics – just as we divide the
question of whether we can build a neutron bomb from the question of
whether we should.

James was criticized not only for blocking the road of inquiry, and thus
for being too restrictive, but also for being too permissive. That criticism
was most frequently directed at “The Will to Believe,” an essay which he
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said should have been titled “The Right to Believe.” There he argued that
one had a right to believe in the existence of God if that belief contributed
to one’s happiness, for no reason other than that very contribution.

I think that the best way for those of us who find James’ pragmatism
sympathetic to restate his position is to say that questions about what is too
permissive and what is too restrictive are themselves questions of cultural
politics. For example, the question of whether religious believers should be
asked for evidence of the truth of their belief, and condemned as unedu-
cated or irrational if they are unable to produce sufficient evidence, is a
question about what sort of role we want religion to play in our society. It
is on all fours with the question raised by the Inquisition: should scientists
be allowed cavalierly to disregard scripture when they formulate hypothe-
ses about the motions of heavenly bodies?

The question of whether we should, for the sake of preserving ancient
traditions, allow parents to perpetuate a caste system by dictating choices
of marriage partners to their children, is the same sort of question. Such
questions arise whenever new social practices are beginning to compete
with old ones – when, for example, the New Science of seventeenth-
century Europe began to compete with the Christian churches for control
of the universities, or when a traditional African culture is exposed to
European ways.

The question of whether scientists should have been allowed to find out
whether the atom could be split, or should be allowed to investigate the
correlation of intelligence with skin color, is not a question that can be
answered simply by saying “do not block the road of inquiry!” or “seek the
truth, though the heavens fall!” Neither is the question of whether France
and Germany are right to criminalize Holocaust-denial. There is much to
be said on both sides. The argument for letting scientists investigate what-
ever they please is that the more ability to predict we can get, the better off
we shall be in the long run. The argument for blocking them off from
certain topics is that the short-run dangers are so great as to outweigh the
chances of long-term benefit. There are no grand philosophical principles
that can help us solve such problems of risk-management.

To say that James is basically right in his approach to truth and reality is
to say that arguments about relative dangers and benefits are the only ones
that matter. That is why the statement “we should be talking about it
because it’s real” is as useless as “we should believe it because it’s true.”
Attributions of reality or truth are, on the view I share with James, com-
pliments we pay to entities or beliefs that have won their spurs, paid their
way, proved themselves useful, and therefore been incorporated into
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accepted social practices. When these practices are being contested, it is of
no use to say that reality or truth is on the side of one of the contestants.
For such claims will always be mere table-thumping, not serious contribu-
tions to cultural politics.

Another way to put James’ point is to say that truth and reality exist for
the sake of social practices, rather than vice versa. Like the Sabbath, they
are made for man. This is a dark saying, but I think that it can be defended
by appealing to the work of a contemporary neo-Hegelian, Robert
Brandom, whose writings provide the best weapons for defending my
version of James’ pragmatism. Brandom is not a utilitarian, and his work
follows out the line of thought that leads from Kant to Hegel, rather than
the one that leads from Mill to James. But his construal of assertions as the
assumption of responsibilities to other members of society, rather than to
“the world” or “the truth,” brings him into alignment with James.

brandom on the priority of the social

The germ of Brandom’s later work can be found in an early article he pub-
lished on Heidegger. There he treats Heidegger as putting forward a doc-
trine he calls “the ontological priority of the social.” The doctrine of the
priority of the social is perhaps not happily thought of as an “ontological”
one, but Brandom is using it as a way of explicating the consequences of
Heidegger’s quasi-pragmatist attempt to make the Zuhanden prior to the
Vorhanden. The priority in question consists in the fact that “all matters of
authority or privilege, in particular epistemic authority, are matters of social
practice, and not objective matters of fact.”1

Brandom enlarges on this claim by remarking that society divides
culture up into three areas. In the first of these the individual’s authority
is supreme (as when she makes sincere first-person reports of feelings or
thoughts). In the second, the non-human world is supreme (as when the
litmus paper, or the DNA-analysis apparatus, is allowed to determine
whether the accused will be freed or punished, or whether a given scien-
tific theory will be accepted or rejected). But there is a third area in which
society does not delegate, but retains the right to decide for itself. This last
is the arena of cultural politics. Brandom analogizes this situation to the
constitutional arrangements of the USA, according to which, as he says,
“the judiciary is given the authority and responsibility to interpret the
proper region of authority and responsibility of each branch [that is to say,
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of the executive, the legislative, and the judiciary branches of government],
itself included.”2

The question at issue between James and his opponents boiled down to
this: is there an authority beyond that of society which society should
acknowledge – an authority such as God, or Truth, or Reality? Brandom’s
account of assertions as assumptions of social responsibilities leaves no room
for such an authority, and so he sides with James. Both philosophers can
appeal to Occam’s Razor. The authority traditionally attributed to the non-
human can be explained sociologically, and such a sociological account has
no need to invoke the rather mysterious beings that theological or philo-
sophical treatments of authority require. (Such entities include “the divine
will,” “the intrinsic nature of reality, as it is in itself, apart from human needs
and interests,” and “the immediately given character of experience.”)

Suppose that one accepts the thesis of the ontological primacy of the
social. Then one will think that the question of the existence of God is a
question of the advantages and disadvantages of using God-talk over
against alternative ways of talking. As with “race,” so with “God.” Instead
of taking about races we can, for many purposes, talk about genes. Instead
of talking about God the Creator we can (as physicists do) talk about the
Big Bang. For other purposes, such as providing foundations for morality,
we can talk (as Habermas does) about consensus under ideal communica-
tive conditions rather than about the divine will. When discussing the
future of humanity, we can talk (as Marx did) about a secularist social
utopia instead of about the Last Judgment. And so on.

Suppose, however, one does not accept the priority of the social, pre-
cisely because one is a religious believer, and holds that God has authority
over human society, as well as over everything else. From Brandom’s point
of view, this is like holding that human society is subject to the authority
of “reality” or of “experience” or of “truth.” All attempts to name an author-
ity which is superior to that of society are disguised moves in the game of
cultural politics. That is what they must be, because it is the only game in
town. (But in saying that it is the only such game, Brandom is not claim-
ing to have made an empirical discovery, much less to have revealed a “con-
ceptual necessity.” He is, I would claim, articulating a cultural–political
stance by pointing to the social advantages of his account of authority.)

Brandom’s view can be made more plausible by considering what people
actually have in mind when they say that God has authority over human
society. They do not say this unless they think they know what God wants
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human beings to do – unless they can cite sacred scriptures, or the words
of a guru, or the teachings of an ecclesiastical tradition, or something of the
sort, in support of their own position. But, from the point of view of both
atheists and people whose scripture or guru or tradition is different, what
is purportedly said in the name of God is actually said in the name of some
interest group – some sect or church, for example. Two competing religious
groups (say the Hindus and the Muslims, or the Mormons and the
Catholics) will typically say that the other willfully and blasphemously
refuses to submit to God’s authority.

The battles between two such groups are analogous to arguments
between opposing counsel, presenting appellate briefs to a court. Both sets
of lawyers will claim to have the authority of “the law” on their side.
Alternatively, it can be analogized to the battle between two scientific
theories, both of which claim to be true to the “nature of reality.” Brandom’s
point is that the appeal to God, like the appeal to “the law,” is always super-
fluous, since, as long as there is disagreement about what the purported
authority says, the idea of “authority” is out of place.3 Only when the com-
munity decides to adopt one faith rather than another, or the court decides
in favor of one side rather than another, or the scientific community in favor
of one theory rather than another, does the idea of “authority” become
applicable. The so-called “authority” of anything other than the community
(or some person or thing or expert culture authorized by the community to
make decisions in its name) can only be more table-thumping.

the appeal to experience,  religious and otherwise

The counterintuitive character of Brandom’s claims is due in part to the
popularity of empiricism. For empiricists tell us that we can break out from
under the authority of the local community by making unmediated contact
with reality. This view has encouraged the idea that Europe finally got in
touch with reality when scientists like Galileo had the courage to believe
the evidence of their senses rather than bowing to the authority of Aristotle
and the Catholic Church.

Brandom agrees with his teacher Wilfrid Sellars that the idea of getting
in direct touch with reality through the senses is a confusion between
relations of justification, which hold between propositions, and causal rela-
tions, which hold between events. We should not treat the causal ability of
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certain events to produce non-inferential beliefs in suitably programmed
organisms as a justification for their holding those beliefs.

Brandom agrees with Sellars that “all awareness is a linguistic affair.” On
this view, creatures not programmed to use language, such as dogs and
human infants, react to stimuli but are no more aware of the characteris-
tics of things than thermostats are aware of heat and cold. There can be no
such thing as by-passing the linguistic practices of the community by using
one’s senses to find out how things really are, for two reasons. First: all non-
inferential perceptual reports (“this is red,” “this is disgusting,” “this is
holy”) are made in the language of one or another community, a language
adapted to that community’s needs. Second: the community grants author-
ity to such reports not because it believes in a special relation between
reality and human sense-organs, but because it has empirical evidence that
such reports are reliable (in the sense that they will be confirmed by the
application of independent criteria).

This means that when somebody reports experiencing an object about
which the community has no reason to think her a reliable reporter, her
appeal to experience will fall flat. If I say that round squares are, contrary
to popular opinion, possible, because I have in fact recently encountered
several such squares, nobody takes me seriously. The same goes if I come
out of the forest claiming to have spotted a unicorn. If I say that I experi-
enced God, this may or may not be taken seriously, depending on what uses
of the term “God” are current in my community. If I explain to a Christian
audience that personal observation has shown me that God is, contrary to
popular opinion, female, that audience will probably just laugh. But if I say
that I have seen the Risen Christ in the disk of the sun on Easter morning,
it is possible that I shall be viewed with respect and envy.

In short, God-reports have to live up to previous expectations, just as do
reports of physical objects. They cannot, all by themselves, be used to
repudiate those expectations. They are useful for this purpose only when
they form part of a full-fledged, concerted, cultural–political initiative.
This is what happens when a new religion or church replaces an old one.
It was not the disciples’ reports of an empty tomb, all by themselves, that
made Europe believe that God was incarnate in Christ. But, in the context
of St. Paul’s overall public relations strategy, those reports had their effect.
Analogously, it was not Galileo’s report of spots moving across the face of
the planet Jupiter, possibly caused by the transits of moons, that overthrew
the authority of the Aristotelian–Ptolemaic cosmology. But, in the context
of the initiative being mounted by his fellow Copernican cultural politi-
cians, that report had considerable importance.

10 Philosophy as Cultural Politics

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-87544-8 - Philosophy as Cultural Politics: Philosophical Papers, Volume 4
Richard Rorty
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521875447
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


I can sum up what I have been saying about appeals to experience as
follows: experience gives us no way to drive a wedge between the cultural–
political question of what we should talk about and the question of what
really exists. For what counts as an accurate report of experience is a matter
of what a community will let you get away with. Empiricism’s appeal to
experience is as inefficacious as appeals to the Word of God unless backed
up with a predisposition on the part of a community to take such appeals
seriously. So experience cannot, by itself, adjudicate disputes between
warring cultural politicians.

the existence of god and the existence of
consciousness

I can make my point about the irrelevance of religious experience to God’s
existence a bit more vivid by comparing the God of orthodox Western
monotheism with consciousness as it is understood by Cartesian dualists.
In the unphilosophical sense of the term “conscious,” the existence of con-
sciousness is indisputable. People in a coma lack consciousness. People are
conscious as long as they are walking and talking. But there is a special
philosophical sense of the term “consciousness” in which the very existence
of consciousness is in dispute.

In this sense of “consciousness,” the word refers to something the
absence of which is compatible with walking and talking. It is what zombies
lack that the rest of us possess. Zombies behave just like normal people, but
have no inner life. The light bulb in their brains, so to speak, never goes
on. They do not feel anything, although they can answer questions about
how they feel in the conventional ways, ways which have the place they do
in the language game by virtue of, for example, correlations between their
utterances of “it hurts” and their having recently touched hot stoves, been
pricked by pins, and the like. Talking to a zombie is just like talking to
anybody else, since the zombie’s lack of an inner life never manifests itself
by any outward and visible sign. That is why, unless neurology someday
discovers the secret of non-zombiehood, we shall never know whether our
nearest and dearest share our feelings, or are what James called “automatic
sweethearts.”

Philosophers have spent decades arguing about whether this sense of
“consciousness” and this sense of “zombie” make sense. The question at
issue is: can a descriptive term have a sense if its application is regulated by
no public criteria? Wittgenstein thought that the answer to this question
was “no.” That negative answer is the upshot of arguments like this one:
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