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can interpret transcendentalism in a quite modem way and in a 
way which is very important for understanding our contempo- 
rary problems, not just our philosophical ones. 

To finish, do we really have to accept this new situation? Should 
we not try to break this great narrative, which tries to deconstruct 
all other narratives except itself? This is my question. 

JOHN T. SANDERS 

I am delighted to notice that the discussion seems to be shap- 
ing up as a celebration of the idea of practice as fundamentally 
necessary in the critical evaluation of all theoretical work, whether 
that theoretical work is given the honorific name of philosophy 
or not. I want my remarks and questions to be understood as 
being in that same generally pragmatic spirit. 

At one point relatively late in his paper, Professor Habermas 
ascribed to Heidegger the idea that the task of philosophy con- 
sists primarily in critical self-reflection on the history of meta- 
physics. The practical or pragmatic upshot of this idea then 
seemed to be that such critical self-reflection can in turn-per- 
haps paradoxically-prepare us for ultimately transcending the 
conceptual limits of metaphysics as such (or, at least, avoiding 
metaphysics and its inherent limitations). Professor Habermas 
ascribes also a "deflationist" version of this Heideggerian posi- 
tion to Professor Rorty. 

Now, however one evaluates the thought that we might be able 
to transcend or avoid the conceptual limits of metaphysics, I want 
to call attention to a possible ambiguity involved in the very idea of 
such a thing. On the one hand, such transcendence might (at least 
in principle) be meant to indicate an avoidance of all contingent 
constraints on thought. But that would be exactly like asking for a 
point of view from which we could see things which nevertheless 
avoids all contingent constraints on vision, or for a way of de- 
scribing things that avoids all the linguistic and other constraints 
on description. I am sure that this interpretation is not what ei- 
ther Heidegger or Rorty had in mind, since I am sure, given their 
overall positions, that they would agree with me in insisting that 
such unconstrained viewing, describing, and thinking are not 
only impossible, but quite incoherent. We cannot transcend or 
avoid the constraints and limitations of metaphysics if what we 
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mean is transcending all the constraints that are inherent in think- 
ing itself. This kind of transcending is no mere paradox. 

On the other hand, what we can do-and perhaps this is what 
really may be recommended by Heidegger and/or Rorty-is to 
transcend or avoid whatever constraints that there have been up 
until now in our own points of view. Our rehearsal of the history 
of metaphysics can help us to learn where we are limited; it can 
help educate us. Such education might not come easily of course. 
Our egos might make it difficult for us to see our mistakes and 
limitations; we may instead be too powerfully impressed with 
our own ingenuity. But there is definitely a chance that critical 
review of the history of metaphysics might indeed educate us 
and may even help to cultivate other ways of looking at things. 

But rather than preparing us for transcending or otherwise 
avoiding the conceptual limits of metaphysics as such, it seems 
more reasonable-and more accurate-to think of this undertak- 
ing as preparing us for making our own contributions to that 
very history. Rather than getting away from metaphysics, per- 
haps what we can do-through critical self-reflection concern- 
ing the history of metaphysics, among other things-is to 
improve, along some path, our own metaphysics. I rather sus- 
pect that neither Habermas nor Rorty would wish to put the 
matter like this, but why not? 

And now, still in the same generally pragmatic spirit which 
appears to be animating the entire discussion, I must say some- 
thing about Professor Rorty’s reactions to Professor Habermas’s 
paper. I confess that I am still not sure I understand Rorty’s hos- 
tility to ideals such as the ideal of truth. My complaint is not 

,new, perhaps, but it still cries out for a clear response. Such ide- 
als as the ideal of truth-and ideals like those of reason and mo- 
rality surely stand and fall with the ideal of truth-seem plainly 
to have an enormous pragmatic value. They lure us out of our 
too-constrained, too-limited ethnocentric or idiosyncratic frames 
of reference. It is always possible, of course, that such ideals may 
be abused; they have frequently been deployed, in particular, as 
clubs used to beat down views and modes of behavior that are 
threatening or otherwise disliked. 

But they need not be abused. Their proven and potential value 
is quite extraordinary. They offer us standards which pay explicit 
respect to the principle that the criteria we use for evaluating 




