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INTRODUCTION


From the start, philosophy has had a habit of giving birth to its own would-be gravediggers. This may be in the nature of the business. To ‘big’, ultimate questions the ‘biggest’, ultimate answer might seem to be that there are no answers – that it’s the framing of the questions which is causing the trouble. Indeed, many key exponents of the last 150 years or so have insisted that philosophy is not the sort of practice which has a ‘nature’ in the first place: that neither in terms of subject-matter nor of technique is there anything constant, unique or necessary about the philosophical enterprise. This, in turn, irritates those who contend that explaining human existence is a matter of seeking absolutes – of finding a neutral framework, detached from the flux of history, by which to discern the nature of the world and our relationship to it.


Presented as an attempt to escape into an otherworldly realm of the eternally guaranteed, this purist picture has been readily flipped over and exposed as self-delusion. From Marx to Heidegger, and Beauvoir to Habermas, its modern critics have argued that to insist on the isolability of philosophical questions from the social, historical, interpretive or cultural backdrop against which they take on their significance – and indeed from the history of philosophy itself – is actually to render philosophy either theoretically untenable or critically toothless. In one sense, Richard Rorty belongs to this philosophical counter-tradition (and indeed, this questionably clean division of philosophers into purists and historicists has a decidedly Rortian flavour). Yet in another, he does not. Unlike Marx or the French phenomenologists, Rorty does not seek to replace a loftily abstract model of critique with a version more concretely rooted in social relations, or in the realities of lived experience. Together with his objections to the urge to keep philosophy pure and ahistorical, comes a suspicion of theorising as such. This book tries to explain that suspicion, and to outline Rorty’s suggestions as to how we might do without theory altogether. His work, it should be noted at the start, is full of polemical reductions and tactical swerves; at every point there are claims and moves to be questioned or unpacked. This caution granted, the intention here is to go with its flow, and save quibbles for the later stages.


Rorty was born in 1931, the only son of Trotskyist activists, and grew up in New York and New Jersey before leaving for the University of Chicago at the age of fifteen. He read for a PhD at Yale, and has since taught at Wellesley College, at Princeton, at the University of Virginia and currently at Stanford, where he is Professor of Comparative Literature. His work is probably cited as much and as widely as any contemporary philosopher writing in English. Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, the book which mostly made his name, was recently counted among the Times Literary Supplement’s hundred most influential books in any field since the Second World War.1 But this notoriety has seen no simple translation into wide esteem or iconic status – at least, not among philosophers. There is no Rortian school, as such. Rorty-bashing, however, is something of a sunrise industry in various circles. A renegade to purists, a reactionary to radicals, and a subversive to conservatives, his major intellectual allegiance is to the American pragmatist tradition – most particularly, to the legacy of John Dewey (1859–1952). Yet even other self-proclaimed pragmatists tend to view him with suspicion. Meanwhile he presents his ideas as the culmination and extension of many of the most familiar and fashionable trends in contemporary thinking.


As we’ll see, there are good reasons to react to Rorty’s thinking with scepticism and unease. But a dominant factor in the reception history of his work among philosophers is, on the face of it, rather less impressive. It’s a certain disciplinary defensiveness, in response to a key aspect of Rorty’s approach. As far as he himself is concerned he is not ‘doing’ philosophy, but rather drawing attention to a certain gap between what philosophers think philosophy is, and what it actually amounts to, or is good for. His work is steeped in, and often explicitly parasitic on, the history of philosophy. But it looks at that history synoptically, as an episode. Rorty spins another narrative as a sort of sequel to a drama, Philosophy, which, with changes in dramatis personae and the occasional shift of plot, has run and run since Socrates, but which – partly due to the implications of some of its own most important developments – has recently been losing momentum. Rorty’s typical rhetorical strategy is to set up an opposition between different sides of some key philosophical debate and then demonstrate why the core problem that divides them is not really a problem at all. One Rorty-endorsed name for this sort of approach is ‘redescription’.


‘Redescription’ is a useful ‘way in’ to Rorty’s work – and is the theme of this book – for two main reasons. Firstly, his work itself is a redescription of the nature and scope of philosophical thinking, and inquiry in general. He has spent most of his career, from his earliest published works of the late 1950s onwards, disputing stubborn aspects of Philosophy’s self-image: the notion that there are correct ways of representing reality in words or in thought, and the notion, as he puts it, that we could possibly know in advance ‘the terms in which all possible problems are to be set, and the criteria for their resolution’ (CP, 109) – and present these terms in a language which is somehow universal, or transparent. The idea that philosophy might provide such terms and such a language rests upon another: that there is a way of thinking theoretically, distinct in its concerns and in its methodological approach to them, which somehow ‘reaches deeper’ than the rest of culture, to a special level of profundity. This in turn presupposes that there is an important metaphysical distinction between the appearance of things – their human-relative aspect – and their intrinsic, non-human reality. This distinction undergirds the very idea that ‘theory’ might progress either by abstraction from features of everyday experience to their preconditions, or by penetrating beneath the veil of mere appearances to their root material causes. From cultural theorists who insist that truth is ‘really’ inseparable from power, to the jobbing chemist conducting lab experiments, this idea still lurks naggingly in intellectual drives and mission-statements.


In Plato’s famous simile of the cave in The Republic, the idea of a deeper reality beyond the everyday world of mediated appearances is given its classic articulation.2 Rorty suggests that this appearance/reality distinction is defunct, having led philosophy – especially the analytic variety predominant in Britain and America – up a succession of blind alleys, and left it dealing with an entirely disposable agenda of pseudo-problems connected with how it is that things like words and mental states and objects in the world relate to one another. These problems are products of – and are problems only in terms of – a certain ‘vocabulary’, or way of speaking. This vocabulary can be traced back to the idea that to be rational we somehow need to make contact with, and find a way of representing, the way the world, by itself, non-humanly, is. This misbegotten hope comes as a package with the appearance/reality distinction, and its positing of a real world beyond the dark confines in which the unenlightened are kept prisoner. For Rorty, that distinction can be costlessly replaced with a rather lower-key alternative: between more or less useful descriptions of the world.


Hence the second significance of redescription. Rorty’s alternative to philosophy as traditionally conceived is to substitute ongoing redescription of our circumstances and horizons for the gradual unveiling of their ‘real’ nature. In place of seeing inquiry as a progression along a pre-established line towards truer understanding, Rorty sees it as a process of putting ideas in different contexts, and coming up with novel descriptions. It is in terms of this model that he accounts for social and scientific progress, and for the progression of Western culture towards more liberal and inclusive social institutions and practices. Thus he has no interest in supplanting one theoretical approach by the greater force of another, or indeed in proffering what purist philosophers would regard as ‘proper arguments’, honouring accepted logical maxims. Preference for the latter depends on an assumption that in some sense, philosophy seeks an anchor, first principles, a foundation which itself requires no foundation, on the basis of which all further answers are to be derived. This search for the a priori, the timeless starting-point for all inquiry – sometimes called ‘foundationalism’ – might have kept philosophers entertained for millennia. But it hasn’t succeeded, and is losing its attraction:


Interesting philosophy is rarely an examination of the pros and cons of a thesis. Usually it is, implicitly or explicitly, a contest between an entrenched vocabulary which has become a nuisance and a half-formed new vocabulary which vaguely promises great things. The latter ‘method’ of philosophy is the same as the ‘method’ of utopian politics or revolutionary science (as opposed to parliamentary politics, or normal science). The method is to redescribe lots and lots of things in new ways, until you have created a pattern of linguistic behavior which will tempt the rising generation to adopt it, thereby causing them to look for appropriate new forms of nonlinguistic behavior, for example, the adoption of new scientific equipment or new social institutions. This sort of philosophy does not work piece by piece, analyzing concept after concept, or testing thesis after thesis. Rather, it works holistically and pragmatically. It says things like ‘try thinking of it this way’ – or more specifically, ‘try to ignore the apparently futile traditional philosophical questions by substituting the following new and possibly interesting questions’. (CIS, 9)


An appeal to logic, rigour and precision as eternal ‘rules’ by which claims on our attention are to be evaluated is replaced by an appeal to narrative – through which, without such limits or foundations, ‘we live in story after story after story’ (FPPP, 2).
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