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Must the sins of America's past poison its hope for the future? Lately the
American Left, withdrawing into the ivied halls of academe to rue the nation's
shame, has answered yes in both word and deed. In Achieving Our Country, one
of America's foremost philosophers challenges this lost generation of the Left to
understand the role it might play in the great tradition of democratic intellectual
labor that started with writers like Walt Whitman and John Dewey.

How have national pride and American patriotism come to seem an endorsement
of atrocities--from slavery to the slaughter of Native Americans, from the rape of
ancient forests to the Vietnam War? Achieving Our Country traces the sources of
this debilitating mentality of shame in the Left, as well as the harm it does to its
proponents and to the country. At the center of this history is the conflict between
the Old Left and the New that arose during the Vietnam War era. Richard Rorty
describes how the paradoxical victory of the antiwar movement, ushering in the
Nixon years, encouraged a disillusioned generation of intellectuals to pursue
"High Theory" at the expense of considering the place of ideas in our common
life. In this turn to theory, Rorty sees a retreat from the secularism and
pragmatism championed by Dewey and Whitman, and he decries the tendency of
the heirs of the New Left to theorize about the United States from a distance
instead of participating in the civic work of shaping our national future.

In the absence of a vibrant, active Left, the views of intellectuals on the
American Right have come to dominate the public sphere. This galvanizing
book, adapted from Rorty's Massey Lectures of 1997, takes the first step toward
redressing the imbalance in American cultural life by rallying those on the Left to
the civic engagement and inspiration needed for "achieving our country."
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Editorial Review

Amazon.com Review
There are many shameful incidents in America's past: the institution of slavery, genocidal assaults on the
indigenous peoples of this continent, the escalation of the Vietnam War, and so on. What should our
response to such acts be? Should we regard the nation as irredeemably tainted by sin and spend our time
cataloging its evils, or should we acknowledge its shortcomings and make a conscious effort to turn it into a
better nation?

Philosopher Richard Rorty believes that there is hope for America, but that today's Left is not meeting the
challenge. He contrasts the cultural, academic Left's focus on our heritage of shame (which, he admits, has to
the extent that it makes hatred intolerable had the positive effect of making America a more civil society)
with the politically engaged reformist Left of the early part of this century. "The distinction between the old
strategy and the new is important," he writes. "The choice between them makes the difference between what
Todd Gitlin calls common dreams and what Arthur Schlesinger calls disuniting Americans. To take pride in
being black or gay is an entirely reasonable response to the sadistic humiliation to which one has been
subjected. But insofar as this pride prevents someone from also taking pride in being an American citizen,
from thinking of his or her country as capable of reform, or from being able to join with straights or whites in
reformist initiatives, it is a political disaster."

Not everyone, to be sure, is going to agree with Rorty's ideas. But his approach to civic life, which is
pragmatic in the tradition of John Dewey and visionary in the tradition of Walt Whitman, is bound to
provoke increased discussion of what it is to be a citizen, and his call for a renewed awareness of the history
of American reformist activism can only be applauded.

From Library Journal
Rorty contrasts two views of America: those of the Old Left and of the New Left. The Old Left he associates
with Walt Whitman's "American Dream" and John Dewey's idea of an ever-evolving secular society of
varied, autonomous agents whose evils are remediable because they result from failures of imagination. The
New Left he associates with spectators who damn America for such past "atrocities" as slavery, the massacre
of Indians, and the Vietnam War. Rorty claims that the Old Left was stubbornly reformist, whereas the New
Left collaborates with and thereby empowers the Right by supplanting real politics with cultural issues. He
urges the New Left to understand that our national character has not been settled but is still being formed.
The book contrasts the two Lefts clearly enough, but the rest of it is rather foggy with occasional flashes of
light. For larger academic libraries only.ARobert Hoffman, York Coll., CUNY
Copyright 1998 Reed Business Information, Inc.

From Kirkus Reviews
In this slim volume (from a series of lectures), eminent liberal political theorist Rorty passes judgment on the
state of the US left. And he is not amused. Beginning from familiar places for him, John Dewey and Walt
Whitman, Rorty (Humanities/Univ. Of Virginia) argues that the faith of these men in what the US might
become, their dismissal of all closed systems of thinking, their turn from religious authority to secular joy in
the contingent process of democratic creation are all aspects of leftist thought missing from today's left,
much to its detriment. In place of the search for a moral identity that will inspire and unite us, the left
todaywhat he calls the ``academic'' or ``cultural'' lefthas opted instead for a ``detached spectatorship,''
condemnation without action or hope. Rorty traces the origins of this spectatorship to theorists such as



Foucault, who insists on the irresistible ubiquitousness of power. The appeal of such spectatorship he traces
to the US New Left and its experience with the Vietnam War. In Vietnam the US ``sinned,'' became beyond
redemption, and so the New Left turned its back on ever reforming such a place. The Left retreated to
academia, theory, culture, and spectatorship. This is all, however, a very familiar scenario by now (if argued
in an interestingly odd way), and one wonders why it needs repeating, Rorty seems only to be using the New
Left as a straw person here, and his depiction of the ``academic'' Left is caricature. Assertion substitutes for
analysis. Lapses in logic occur: He chastises the Left, for instance, for being both Marxist and ``postmodern,''
yet the two tendencies stand mostly opposed to each other. Like an obscure club recording from a major jazz
musician, this is a minor work from a profound thinker that perhaps only true devotees of Rorty will find of
value. -- Copyright ©1998, Kirkus Associates, LP. All rights reserved.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Mamie Wilson:

Do you have favorite book? In case you have, what is your favorite's book? Guide is very important thing for
us to understand everything in the world. Each guide has different aim as well as goal; it means that book has
different type. Some people feel enjoy to spend their time and energy to read a book. They are really reading
whatever they consider because their hobby is actually reading a book. Why not the person who don't like
looking at a book? Sometime, particular person feel need book whenever they found difficult problem or
perhaps exercise. Well, probably you will require this Achieving Our Country : Leftist Thought in
Twentieth-Century America.

Pamelia Thompson:

Beside this particular Achieving Our Country : Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America in your
phone, it can give you a way to get more close to the new knowledge or details. The information and the
knowledge you will got here is fresh from the oven so don't end up being worry if you feel like an aged
people live in narrow small town. It is good thing to have Achieving Our Country : Leftist Thought in
Twentieth-Century America because this book offers to you readable information. Do you at times have
book but you seldom get what it's exactly about. Oh come on, that won't happen if you have this with your
hand. The Enjoyable set up here cannot be questionable, just like treasuring beautiful island. So do you still
want to miss that? Find this book and read it from at this point!

Charles Morris:

You will get this Achieving Our Country : Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America by go to the
bookstore or Mall. Just viewing or reviewing it could to be your solve difficulty if you get difficulties for the
knowledge. Kinds of this guide are various. Not only through written or printed but additionally can you
enjoy this book by means of e-book. In the modern era like now, you just looking by your local mobile
phone and searching what your problem. Right now, choose your ways to get more information about your
publication. It is most important to arrange you to ultimately make your knowledge are still update. Let's try
to choose correct ways for you.



Harold Morris:

As a scholar exactly feel bored to help reading. If their teacher requested them to go to the library as well as
to make summary for some e-book, they are complained. Just little students that has reading's spirit or real
their pastime. They just do what the trainer want, like asked to the library. They go to generally there but
nothing reading critically. Any students feel that examining is not important, boring and also can't see
colorful images on there. Yeah, it is for being complicated. Book is very important for yourself. As we know
that on this period of time, many ways to get whatever we wish. Likewise word says, many ways to reach
Chinese's country. Therefore this Achieving Our Country : Leftist Thought in Twentieth-Century America
can make you experience more interested to read.
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