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Books, Music, and Film to Wake Up Your Muse and 
Help You Change the World 

Book: Richard Rorty and Pascal Engel, What’s the Use of 
Truth? 

Release date: 2007 

Publisher: Columbia University Press, New York, NY 

“ . . since Plato the meanings of normative terms like good, 
just, and true have been problems only for philosophers. 

Everybody else knows how to use them and does not need an explanation of what they mean.” 

       Richard Rorty in What’s the Use of Truth? 

Camus ends The Myth of Sisyphus with an ecstatic portrayal of an imagined future in which people would 
contentedly till their fields and haul their water with no thought to a fictitious heaven awaiting their 
deaths. The tone of the rest of the book is so dispassionate that his fervour practically flies off the page. I 
couldn’t help but be struck by the realization that this vision of pastoral felicity was—heaven! 

And then I understood that the problem was not the concept of a heaven but rather the worship of a 
hypothetical future world at the expense of the 
present. Such worship keeps you both from seeing the 
heaven all around you and from responding attentively 
to the suffering of others. 

Richard Rorty treads on the same thin ice when he 
asserts that our primary responsibility is to our fellow 
human beings. He makes this claim after quoting Henry 
James’s dictum that we must stop believing we have 
an obligation to God, and Sartre’s that we must stop 
inventing God-surrogates.  

The danger is that the “fellow human being” can 
become a God-surrogate. The problem, similar to 
Camus’s, is not with the idea of serving fellow human 
beings, but rather with the idea of responsibility. I’d 
like to see a discussion of these questions from the 
point of view of someone who chooses to obey God and 
serve her fellow human beings out of an overflowing of 
compassion cultivated by a long-term and deliberate 
mindfulness as opposed to a sense of obligation. But 
that wouldn’t be philosophy. 

In What’s the Use of Truth? philosophers Richard Rorty 
and Pascal Engel present two seemingly opposing views 
regarding the use and the meaning of the concept of 
truth. Engel eventually suggests that Rorty’s attempts 
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