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A Keen Ear for the Particular: 

Cornel West’s Non-Ethnocentric Pragmatism 

American pragmatism has seen something of a renaissance in the past fifty years. There is 

much that is attractive about this philosophical project, especially in the form so eloquently and 

persuasively defended by Richard Rorty. The commitments to antifoundationalism, 

provisionality, historicism, and human finitude resonate with many other movements and 

traditions. Cornel West (Rorty’s student) refined the pragmatist project by demonstrating how 

powerfully it can ground intellectual commitments in community: in West’s case, the rich 

tradition of African-American critical thought. At the same time, reading pragmatism leaves me 

with a bad taste in my mouth. After all, this philosophical tradition is American at heart; in what 

ways does this peculiarity affect the broader project? 

In this paper, I examine Cornel West’s articulation of American pragmatism against 

Michael Billig’s critique of “banal nationalism.” I begin with an exposition of Billig’s argument, 

particularly as applied to the work of Richard Rorty. I read Cornel West to elucidate his position 

on ethnocentrism, which refines Rorty’s position through a focus on action. I then return to banal 

nationalism to demonstrate how West’s project remains susceptible to Billig’s critique. Finally, I 

consider what consequences this has for West’s work by drawing inspiration from Edward Said. 

I maintain that West’s primary commitment is to pragmatism as inextricably linked to 

oppositional analyses and movements. I then argue that West would acknowledge and 

incorporate Billig’s critique because of West’s ultimate focus on combatting all oppression. 
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Billig’s critique 

Michael Billig is a social psychologist and Professor of Social Sciences at Loughborough 

University. In 1995, he published a book that articulates his critique of “banal nationalism.” 

Billig distinguishes between the more apparent outbursts of “hot” nationalism – such as the 

violence of the Yugoslav Wars – and the “continual ‘flagging’, or reminding, of nationhood.”1 

This latter form of nationalism, he argues, is so familiar that it goes unnoticed. For Billig, “the 

metonymic image of banal nationalism is not a flag which is being consciously waved with 

fervent passion; it is the flag hanging unnoticed on the public building.”2 Focusing on these less 

apparent forms of nationalism allows us to uncover tacit assumptions and better reflect on our 

intellectual commitments. 

Billig argues that this analysis and reflection should be conducted by paying attention to the 

“embodied habits of social life.”3 One example is his analysis of “deixical referents,” which 

Billig (in Stephen Gibson’s reading) argues are used to “tacitly flag the nation as the relevant 

frame for discussion of some issue, event or phenomena.”4 These words – “we,” “them,” “here,” 

“the,” and so forth – are often used to “present sectional interests as if they were universal 

ones.”5 For instance, when newscasters discuss “the weather,” they invariably refer to the 

weather within their frame of reference: the nation-state. Whether or not it rains tomorrow where 

I live is made, by Billig’s analysis, a universal concern. 

                                                 
1 Billig, Banal Nationalism, 8. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Gibson, “Banal Nationalism, Postmodernism and Capitalism,” 290. 
5 Billig, Banal Nationalism, 166. 
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Billig notes that this kind of analysis is particularly useful for the most subtle forms of banal 

nationalism, and especially those he finds in philosophical texts. In the concluding chapter of 

Banal Nationalism, Billig takes issue with Richard Rorty’s “flag-waving” in his philosophical 

works.6 Billig particularly criticizes Rorty’s use of the first-person plural (we, us, and our). In 

some ways, this gets at the roots of Rorty’s philosophy: pragmatism is founded in shifting from 

the pseudo-universal “I” to the concrete, historically specific community identified by “we.”7 

There is a kind of slippage, though, between different uses of “we.” First, it is used to 

productively ground the pragmatist project in a historically specific community. But this also 

engenders worryingly insular and inward-looking modes of thought. Yet for Rorty, “what takes 

the curse off this ethnocentrism … is that it is the ethnocentrism of a ‘we’ (‘we liberals’) which is 

dedicated to enlarging itself, to creating an ever larger and more variegated ethnos.”8 Billig 

argues that when Rorty refers to “society” – especially in discussing morality in “our society” – 

he implies the idea of the nation-state.9 Rorty is entrenched in an ideology (banal nationalism) 

that takes the nation-state as an unquestioned assumption. 

Many agree with Billig’s critique of Rorty; in a useful review, Baruchello and Weber note 

that “Rorty’s political thought has been widely criticized, with some of the criticism being 

precisely directed at his use of ‘we.’”10 Billig thus joins the chorus of voices criticizing Rorty’s 

self-confessed ethnocentrism. Billig’s analysis is made particularly powerful by his attention to 

deixical referents. But Rorty’s is not the only voice in the (neo)pragmatist project. Cornel West’s 

                                                 
6 This critique was originally published as Billig, “Nationalism and Richard Rorty.” In the version he presented in 

Banal Nationalism, Billig extended his critique by analyzing a 1994 op-ed Rorty published in the New York Times. 
7 See in particular Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, 196. 
8 Ibid., 198. 
9 See Billig, Banal Nationalism, 163, 170. 
10 Baruchello and Weber, “Who Are We?,” 198. 
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work, especially, is more sensitive to particularity – and hence perhaps less susceptible to 

Billig’s critique. 

West’s project 

Cornel West’s project resonates strongly with Rorty’s understanding of American 

pragmatism; indeed, West was Rorty’s student at Princeton. Nonetheless, West had an at times 

tendentious relationship with pragmatism. In The American Evasion of Philosophy West is 

particularly ambivalent about the pragmatist tradition, both identifying with it as an insider and 

trying to offer an etic intellectual history: 

My own conception of prophetic pragmatism … serves as the culmination of the American 

pragmatist tradition … I write as one who intends to deepen and enrich American pragmatism while 

bringing trenchant critique to bear on it. I consider myself deeply shaped by American civilization, 

but not fully a part of it.11 

Despite West’s ambivalence, I read his project as fundamentally committed to American 

pragmatism.12 In other words, I argue that pragmatism serves as the foundation for West’s 

project; the commitments he develops throughout his work cohere best with those of the 

pragmatist tradition. I argue that West’s search for a theory of action, his incorporation of 

prophetic Christianity, and his roots in black artistic traditions are all ramifications of his 

commitment to pragmatism. Although he is deeply rooted in his Afro-American community, his 

investment is to combat all forms of oppression through pragmatism. 

Cornel West formulates a philosophical position based on “we” (the community) rather than 

“I” (the pseudo-universal subject). In Prophesy Deliverance! West reads Dewey as arguing that  

philosophy is, thus, the interpretation of a people’s past for the purpose of solving specific problems 

                                                 
11 West, The American Evasion of Philosophy, 7–8. 
12 My reading of West is strongly influenced by Andre Willis, who is less cautious than most in asserting West’s 

pragmatism. I thank Nick Andersen for bringing this to my attention. 
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presently confronting the cultural way of life from which the people come. … Knowledge claims are 

secured by the social practices of a community of inquirers, rather than the purely mental activity of 

an individual subject.13 

West’s reading of Dewey serves as one of the two sources he identifies for Afro-American 

critical thought (as elucidated in Prophesy Deliverance!), the other being prophetic Christianity. 

Both the latter influence and West’s reliance on black artistic traditions are subsumed by his 

commitment to pragmatism. West reads thinkers like Dewey and draws on black religious and 

artistic traditions because they serve his broader project of pragmatism as inextricable from 

combatting oppression. In other words, West’s readings of pragmatists (from Dewey, above, to 

Rorty, below) actually represent his own version of neopragmatism. 

West’s project under the auspices of American pragmatism is to formulate a theory of 

action.14 An excellent demonstration of this point can be found in West’s philosophy of 

religion.15 The issue with secular traditions, in his view, is that they do not provide an adequate 

source of action. A coherent set of practices, for West, must proceed from a historicist 

philosophy of religion. This implies a commitment to particular experience over an a priori 

philosophy of religion. West develops a philosophy of black action, in particular of black 

strivings, through the prophetic (Afro-American) Christian tradition. As this example 

demonstrates, West’s philosophy requires deep roots in the community – the “we” that in his 

case signifies blacks in America. This commitment to community resonates with the pragmatist 

investments outlined by Dewey and Rorty. Does West, then, also follow Rorty in his relationship 

with ethnocentrism, and by extension banal nationalism? 

                                                 
13 West, Prophesy Deliverance!, 20–21. 
14 This analysis of West’s thinking is articulated most forcefully by Andre Willis, in particular during a lecture he 

gave on 15 February 2018. 
15 In this analysis I draw especially on West, “The Historicist Turn in the Philosophy of Religion.” 
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West’s relationship to ethnocentrism can be illuminated through the following passage from 

the introduction to The American Evasion of Philosophy: 

American pragmatism is a diverse and heterogeneous tradition. But its common denominator 

consists of a future-oriented instrumentalism that tries to deploy thought as a weapon to enable more 

effective action. Its basic impulse is a plebeian radicalism that fuels an antipatrician rebelliousness 

for the moral aim of enriching individuals and expanding democracy. This rebelliousness, rooted in 

the anticolonial heritage of the country, is severely restricted by an ethnocentrism and a patriotism 

cognizant of the exclusion of peoples of color, certain immigrants, and women yet fearful of the 

subversive demands these excluded peoples might make and enact.16 

A first analysis of this passage proceeds clearly from the points I made above. West is deeply 

rooted in the heritage of pragmatism. He teases out a theory of action (“thought as a weapon to 

enable more effective action”) from Dewey and Emerson via Rorty. West’s distinctive 

contribution is a keen ear for the particular. Rorty was not deaf to the ethnocentrism present in 

his philosophy, which he discussed fairly often. In fact, Rorty acknowledges that the points he 

makes are based on his pride in bourgeois liberalism.17 On the other hand, West’s commitment to 

historicism is revealed in his attention to the oppressed. Rather than merely acknowledging the 

ethnocentrism of bourgeois liberalism (with Rorty), West insists on “accenting the oppressive 

deeds done under the ideological aegis of these [philosophic] notions.”18 West makes this point 

clear later in his analysis of Rorty: 

Rorty’s neopragmatism has no place – and rightly so – for ahistorical philosophical justifications, 

yet his truncated historicism rests content with intellectual and homogeneous historical narratives 

and distrusts social and heterogeneous genealogical accounts. … It should be clear that Rorty’s 

limited historicism needs Marx, Durkheim, Weber, Beauvoir, and Du Bois; that is, his narrative 

needs a more subtle historical and sociological perspective.19 

                                                 
16 West, The American Evasion of Philosophy, 5. 
17 See above and the discussion in Rorty, “On Ethnocentrism: A Reply to Clifford Geertz”; Rorty, “Solidarity or 

Objectivity?”. See also the analysis of Rorty’s ethnocentrism in West, The American Evasion of Philosophy, 204–6. 
18 West, The American Evasion of Philosophy, 208. 
19 Ibid., 208–9. 
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In the next few pages, West transitions from a criticism of Rorty’s neopragmatism to a positive 

view of a philosophical project. I read the following statements as representing West’s own 

vision of pragmatism: 

The goal of a sophisticated neopragmatism is to think genealogically about specific practices in light 

of the best available social theories, cultural critiques, and historiographical insights and to act 

politically to achieve certain moral consequences in light of effective strategies and tactics. … In 

this way, neopragmatism learns from, builds upon, and goes beyond its own tradition from Emerson 

to Rorty – still concerned with human powers, provocation, and personality, it is now inextricably 

linked to oppositional analyses of class, race, and gender and oppositional movements for creative 

democracy and social freedom.20 

West here is committed to a pragmatism that revises the limitations of an ethnocentrism like 

Rorty’s by accenting genealogical, historicist accounts of oppression. Furthermore, I read the 

above passage as illuminating West’s project: a fundamental commitment to pragmatism as 

inextricable from combatting oppression in all its manifestations. 

Is “banal nationalism” a sound criticism of West? 

West’s response to Rorty’s ethnocentrism is clear. Does this mean that Billig’s critique of 

Rorty no longer holds water when applied to West’s philosophical position? To answer, I now 

redeploy Billig’s analysis of “deixical referents” to West. West, too, uses the “little words” that 

Billig associates with banal nationalism. A good example is found in the passage I cited earlier 

from The American Evasion of Philosophy, in which West discusses the “anticolonial heritage of 

the country” (emphasis mine). Like the newscaster discussing “the weather,” West is tacitly 

flagging the nation as the relevant frame for discussion.21 Examples of such deixical referents in 

West’s work abound, especially where West leans heavily on pragmatist sources.  

                                                 
20 Ibid., 209–10. Italics in original. 
21 For a discussion of precisely this kind of deixis see Billig, Banal Nationalism, 107. 
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A reading of these deixical referents indicates that West has inherited Rorty’s banal 

nationalism. A possible objection, though, would point out the many pertinent ways in which 

West’s ideology departs from Rorty’s. Chief among these, as I demonstrated, is his ear for the 

particular. Furthermore, a critic might point out that West’s commitment to Marxism undermines 

the argument for his banal nationalism.22 Roughly, one might say that West’s commitment to 

combatting oppression, including through transnational Marxist strategies, means that his 

ideology is anti-nationalist. Although analyzing deixical referents demonstrates West’s reliance 

on the language of nationalism, in other words, his intellectual roots are oriented against this 

ideology. This argument would then have us hold that West is anti-nationalist; Billig’s critique is 

only sound insofar as West innocuously uses the language of banal nationalism. 

To respond to this objection, a brief aside is useful. Edward Said’s project resembles banal 

nationalism in many ways. It too seeks to uncover tacit assumptions that lie behind modes of 

knowledge production and perpetuate very real structures of oppression. These assumptions, 

often reflected in linguistic cues such as Billig’s deixical referents, are what connect knowledge 

about something to power over something; in other words, they constitute a discourse. Thinking 

in this way (with Foucault) gestures towards a response to the objection raised above. While it 

may be true that West’s ideological commitments work against the ideology of nationalism, the 

fact that he relies on linguistic cues of nationalism is neither trivial nor benign. It is the very 

banality of this nationalist discourse that makes it troubling. As with Hannah Arendt’s work on 

the “banality of evil,” coming to terms with ordinariness enables us to look inwards and see how 

structures of oppression are perpetuated, even unwittingly.23 

                                                 
22 This objection is based on the helpful comments of Nick Andersen. 
23 Indeed, “banal nationalism” alludes to Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem; see Billig, Banal Nationalism, 7. 
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Said’s Orientalism is polysemous, again much like banal nationalism. Orientalism is first, a 

discipline; second, a mode of thought; and third, a discourse.24 Billig’s banal nationalism is both 

a mode of thought and a discourse: it is both an ideology that promotes the nation-state and a set 

of assumptions within which the nation-state is the unquestioned frame of reference. This latter 

understanding is particularly relevant for West’s project, since even an anti-nationalist mode of 

thought can still participate in the discourse of banal nationalism. Hence the usefulness of 

analyzing deixical referents: not to demonstrate the apparent forms of nationalism, but rather to 

uncover tacit assumptions that connect language to power. Said is again useful in clarifying this 

point. I argue that West’s project participates in the discourse of banal nationalism, a discourse 

that is (like Orientalism) 

by no means in direct, corresponding relationship with political power in the raw, but rather is 

produced and exists in an uneven exchange with various kinds of power, shaped to a degree by the 

exchange with power political …, power intellectual …, power cultural …, [and] power moral (as 

with ideas about what “we” do and what “they” cannot do or understand as “we” do).25 

A critique of banal nationalism is not an accusation against Cornel West. Instead, it is akin 

to demonstrating how deeply Orientalism has shaped various Western intellectual projects. Like 

Orientalism’s influence, the taint of banal nationalism on an intellectual project is indelible and 

deeply intertwined with power. The response to an analysis like Said’s or Billig’s should not be 

to deny the significance of participating in a discourse, nor is it to abandon the intellectual 

endeavor altogether. Rather, an appropriately provisional and reflexive approach to one’s project 

suggests a positive response to critique. 

                                                 
24 This threefold distinction is elucidated in Green, “Colonialism, Orientalism, and the Clash of Civilizations,” 84–

85. 
25 Said, Orientalism, 12. 
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Indeed, I argue that West would happily acknowledge and incorporate Billig’s criticisms. 

Why? The answer lies in how West’s intellectual project is influenced by jazz.26 In this project, 

he says, one must be “protean, flexible, fluid, open-minded and, therefore, in close conversation 

and sometimes in very close intellectual proximity to gangsters.”27 As I have demonstrated, 

West’s project is particularly close to the “gangster proclivity” of banal nationalism. The 

ideology of nationalism perpetuates forms of oppression; West, by borrowing the language of 

projects such as American pragmatism (which Billig demonstrates are susceptible to the critique 

of banal nationalism), comes uncomfortably close to these forms of oppression. Hence, West’s 

project is also susceptible to Billig’s critique. Nonetheless, West’s fundamental commitment (I 

have argued) is to pragmatism as inextricable from combatting oppression. Part of this 

commitment is an understanding that the discourse one engages in is provisional and contingent. 

Ultimately, then, I argue both that West’s project is susceptible to Billig’s critique and that West 

would happily adjust his language because an alternative discourse to banal nationalism best 

aligns with his pragmatist commitment to combatting oppression. 

Conclusion 

As I have shown, Billig convincingly demonstrates Richard Rorty’s banal nationalism 

through an analysis of deixical referents in his writing. Cornel West also recognizes Rorty’s 

reliance on ethnocentrism and provides a convincing response in the form of a commitment to 

historicist genealogy. This commitment undergirds what I have read as West’s project: a 

neopragmatism “inextricably linked to oppositional analyses of class, race, and gender and 

                                                 
26 See, for instance, Strube and West, “Pragmatism’s Tragicomic Jazzman.” 
27 West and Mendieta, “What It Means to Be Human!,” 155. 
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oppositional movements for creative democracy and social freedom.”28 Yet an analysis of 

deixical referents demonstrates that Michael Billig’s critique of banal nationalism is also sound 

when applied to West. 

Invoking Said’s project, I have argued that this critique is a challenge to the discourse that 

undergirds the pragmatist project. At the same time, I have maintained that West would happily 

incorporate and adapt to Billig’s critique in pursuit of an alternative discourse. West would do 

this in the true spirit of a self-professed “blues man in the life of the mind and a jazz man in the 

world of ideas.”29 In other words, West’s project is susceptible to Billig’s critique insofar as it is 

steeped in a history of movements that display the characteristics of banal nationalism. However, 

West would creatively respond to this critique because West maintains his ultimate focus on 

combatting oppression of all forms. In the end, the use of Billig’s critique is that it makes a 

project like West’s pragmatism better by pushing us to refine our normative commitments and 

improve our navigational tools.  

                                                 
28 West, The American Evasion of Philosophy, 210. 
29 In the past few years this phrase has almost become West’s watchword: see e.g. West and Mendieta, “What It 

Means to Be Human!,” 147; Strube and West, “Pragmatism’s Tragicomic Jazzman.” The first time West used this 

self-description in print (that I have found) is the introduction to The Cornel West Reader; in the earlier interviews 

compiled in that volume, West identifies instead mostly with prophetic pragmatism. 
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