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In troduction

Many responsibilities begin in dreams, 
and many transfigurations o f the tradition begin in private fantasies.1

Philosophy, Ethics, and Rorty

Richard Rorty is an extremely difficult thinker to contextualize. This 

difficulty stems from the fact tha t he converses with an assorted cast of 

thinkers who themselves belong to a wide array of intellectual movements and 

traditions. He describes himself (and has been described) variously as a 

Deweyan pragmatist, a postmodern deconstructionist, a liberal ethnocentrist, 

a romantic aesthete, and an unfamiliar noisemaker. Such a confusing array of 

tags suggests that solid, hermeneutic engagement with his work will be a chal

lenging endeavor.

It helps, however, to think of such tags as shorthand descriptions of 

particular intellectual contexts. One can then contextualize and re-contextual- 

ize Rorty’s thought in a variety of ways and compare the results. Along these 

lines, a fruitful way to explore the many twists and turns in Rorty’s thought is 

to examine the extent to which he emphasizes his pragmatist roots, and then

1 Richard Rorty, Essays on Heidegger and Others: Philosophical Papers Volume 2 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), 121. Hereafter cited as EHO.
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compare how these comport with his more ‘postmodern’2 critique of the 

Western philosophical tradition.

Rorty makes much hay out of the affinity and continuity tha t he sees 

between the pragmatist and postmodernist critiques of the Western philosoph

ical tradition. Sometimes it almost sounds as if he is reducing the latter to the 

former.3 This possible reduction raises the ire of those who identify with either 

group. In turn, many of these thinkers have reacted to .Rorty by pointing out 

many discontinuities between postmodernism and pragmatism. Exploring this 

particular complex of issues not only helps one situate Rorty’s thought in time 

and place, but also helps one bring out the cultural gravity of his entire project, 

as well as the various problems and tensions that accompany it.4

To cite one example of such an approach: In an insightful essay, Nancy 

Fraser criticizes the method Rorty uses to reconcile the pragmatist and post

2 Rorty has become increasingly unhappy with the label ‘postmodern,’ as both a description 
of his thought as well as a description of a general intellectual trend. See EHO, 1: “I have 
sometimes used ‘postmodern’ myself, in the rather narrow sense defined by Lyotard as 
‘distrust of metanarratives.’ But I now wish that I had not. The term has been so over
used that it is causing more trouble than it is worth. I have given up on the attempt to find 
something common to Michael Graves’s buildings, Pynchon’s and Rushdie’s novels, 
Ashberry’s poems, various sorts of popular music, and the writings of Heidegger and 
Derrida. I have become more hesitant about attempts to periodize culture—to describe ev
ery part of a culture as suddenly swerving off in the same new direction at approximately 
the same time.” Rorty’s criticism provides a useful caveat; however, I wish to continue using 
the word for its heuristic value. As a loose term describing a suspicious reaction to the au
thoritative metaphysical claims of various canons and traditions, it still helpfully reflects a 
growing mood in Western culture.
3 See, for example, Rorty’s Consequences of Pragmatism: Essays 1972-1980 (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1982), hereafter cited as COP, 154: “As usual with pithy lit
tle formulae, the Derridean claim that “There is nothing outside the text’ is right about what 
it implicitly denies and wrong about what it explicitly asserts. The only force of saying that 
texts do not refer to nontexts is just the old pragmatist chestnut that any specification of a 
referent is going to be in some vocabulary.”
4 For a particularly thorough and solid attempt to unpack the various consequences of 
Rorty’s many intellectual conversations, see Carroll Guen Hart’s illuminating Grounding 
Without Foundations: A Conversation between Richard Rorty and John Dewey to Ascertain 
their Kinship (Toronto: Patmos Press, 1993). In this book, Guen Hart defends Rorty’s claim 
to be a Deweyan pragmatist. She also explores the cultural affinity that she sees between 
Dewey’s pragmatism and several aspects of a postmodern ethos, especially the turn away 
from grand metanarratives toward the fragility and possibility of particular everyday detail.
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modernist sides of his thought.5 Fraser sees a public, technocratic impulse 

behind Rorty’s pragmatism, one that conflicts with the individualistic, roman

tic impulse she sees informing his postmodernism.6 She goes on to describe 

how Rorty has managed to negotiate a truce between these “not exactly natu

ral partners”:

. . .  Rorty has recently outlined the terms of a truce between them, 
a truce that allots each its own separate sphere of influence. The 
romantic impulse will have free rein in what will henceforth be “the 
private sector,” but it will not be permitted any political preten
sions. Pragmatism, on the other hand, will have exclusive rights to 
“the public sector,” but it will be barred from entertaining any no
tions of radical change which could challenge the “private” cultural 
hegemony of romanticism.7

Fraser has here touched upon a singularly important and problematic aspect 

of Rorty’s oeuvre. It is important to explore this part of Rorty’s work because it 

is an integral part of the motor that drives his utopian vision of a ‘post-philo

sophical’ culture. This vision is one of a society that does not in any way hinder 

its members from each pursuing their own private projects of self-actual

ization, so long as these members do not thereby cause unnecessary suffering 

to their neighbours. Rorty’s distinction between the public and private fuels his 

hope that we may combine public peace with private bliss.

My guiding concern throughout this examination will be ethical.8 These 

are fractious, troubled times, and as Rorty rightly points out, one does not need 

a graduate degree in deconstructionist literary criticism to notice tha t many

5 Nancy Fraser, “Solidarity or Singularity? Richard Rorty Between Romanticism and 
Technocracy.” In Consequences of Theory, Jonathan Arac and Barbara Johnson, eds. 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1991), 39-62.
6 Fraser, 40.
7 Fraser, 41.
8 I mean to use the word ‘ethical,’ not in the sense given to it by that branch of philosophy 
that seeks after rational frameworks of fairness, but rather in the radical sense that 
Emmanuel Levinas gives that word: a singular call that the other places on me, one that 
precedes, interrupts, and informs philosophical thematization.
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people suffer in our world today.9 I readily confess up front, however, tha t if I 

use any ‘standard’ or ‘criteria’ to judge Rorty, it is the effectiveness with which 

his utopian vision answers to the singular call of the suffering other.10 It is my 

contention that, despite the many criticisms of insensitivity and conservative 

politics that have been lodged against him,11 Rorty is very concerned with the 

rampant suffering and marginalization tha t many people experience in the 

world today.12

While I think that no one can doubt Rorty’s honest intentions in this re

gard, this does not imply that I consider his response to such ethical criticisms 

to be entirely adequate. In what follows, then, I wish to examine how Rorty’s 

utopian vision fits with a radical ethical awareness that is now emerging in 

much postmodern scholarship —an awareness tha t in no small part stems 

from a fresh re-hearing being enjoyed by a non-Hellenic, specifically Judeo- 

Christian, alterity within our Western intellectual tradition.13

9 See EHO, 135: “a lot o f . . . repression is so blatant and obvious that it does not take any 
great analytic skills or any great philosophical self-consciousness to see what is going on. It 
does not, for example, take any ‘critical-linguistic analysis’ to notice that millions of children 
in American ghettos grew up without hope while the U.S. government was preoccupied with 
making the rich richer—with assuring a greedy and selfish middle class that it was the salt 
of the earth. Even economists, plumbers, insurance salesmen, and biochemists—people who 
have never read a text closely, much less deconstructed it—can recognize that the immisera- 
tion of much of Latin America is partially due to the deals struck between local plutocracies 
and North American banks and governments.” This admirable sentiment may come back to 
haunt Rorty later on. As I hope to show, overriding exigencies in his philosophical program 
lead him to neglect what his common sense tells him about other people’s suffering.
1® I agree with Rorty, however, that criteria only ever operate within the language game 
generating the experiences that are to be judged. They will necessarily be partial rather 
than neutral, particular rather than universal. This does not mean, however, that they 
must be arbitrary. See Guen Hart’s Grounding without Foundations, 30.
11 See Richard Bernstein, “One Step Forward, Two Steps Backward: Richard Rorty on 
Liberal Democracy and Philosophy,” Political Theory, 15, 4, November 1987, 538-563; 
Rebecca Comay, “Interrupting the Conversation: Notes on Rorty,” Telos, 69, Fall 1986, 119
130; and Rick Roderick, “Reading Derrida Politically (Contra Rorty),” Praxis International, 6, 
January, 1987, 442-49.
12 See COP, 158.
13 It is now clear that the ethical concerns of a thinker like Emmanuel Levinas have de
posited themselves firmly in much postmodern scholarship. Through the work of Derrida 
and the French feminists, one finds these ethical themes playing a vital role in the work of 
such scholars as John Caputo, Drucilla Cornell, Simon Critchley, and many others.
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In Chapter 2 ,1 will examine the effort Rorty makes in his magnum opus, 

Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature,14 to criticize the Western philosophical 

tradition for its overweening emphasis on such Greek concerns as realism and 

foundationalism. This is the negative part of Rorty’s work, the part that he 

shares with other contemporary thinkers like Lyotard, Derrida, and 

Foucault.15 It is also this side of Rorty’s work that brings out the familiar crit

icisms lodged against many postmodern thinkers—the notion tha t when rea

son sleeps, monsters are bom.

My intention in this chapter, therefore, is not so much to re-iterate 

Rorty’s criticisms of the tradition, as it is to show the emergence of an ethical 

concern for justice and human flourishing already at this negative stage. 

Highlighting such an ethical concern goes a long way, in my opinion, to dispel 

the too-facile criticism that any loosening of the grip that reason has on the 

West must necessarily lead to some sort of vicious, nihilistic, and anarchic 

free-for-all. Such a straw man has received far too much air-time in the debate 

between modernism and postmodernism, and I do not wish to take much time 

exploring it.

I conclude this chapter with an examination of Rorty’s particular appro

priation of pragmatism as an alternative to our traditional philosophical con

cerns, concerns that he feels have outgrown their social utility. Moving from 

negative critique to positive alternative in this way, one cannot fail to notice 

Rorty’s meliorism—his idea that we can change the subject of our conversation 

for the better, without first argumentatively refuting a worn-out vocabulary on 

its own terms. While I agree that the outworn vocabulary of Western meta

14 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979). Hereafter cited as PMN.
15 It is largely for this reason that Rorty gets lumped in with these thinkers, even though all 
four probably diverge on as many points as they converge. For an example of such a group
ing, see section I of After Philosophy: End or Transformation?, Kenneth Baynes, James 
Bohman and Thomas McCarthy, eds. (Cambridge: MIT, 1987).
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physics has not helped us improve our situation a whole lot, it is initially diffi

cult to discern how it is that, on Rorty’s own terms, one cultural commitment is 

better than another. That is, does Rorty’s notion of local, ad hoc, cultural criti

cism give us robust enough critical resources with which to question the total

izing pretensions and imperialistic effects of much Western thought?

Such a question raises the issue of whether or not our society requires a 

special intellectual discipline to preside over the rest of culture. For Rorty’s in

sistence that we drop traditional philosophical problems is also an insistence 

that we let go of the image of the ‘Philosopher’ as a person who pretends to 

have some legitimative cultural authority over the rest of us. In Chapter 3 ,1 

begin to explore some of the consequences of Rorty’s suggestion th a t the 

philosopher is ju st one more voice in the human conversation. Once we have 

given up our epistemic concern to found culture on an incorrigible and im

mutable foundation, says Rorty, there will no longer be a need for a distinct 

‘priesthood’ of intellectuals to tell us when, in our various activities, we are in 

touch with such a permanent, ahistorical foundation (reality), and when we are 

not.

The vehicle I use to examine Rorty’s various suggestions concerning this 

issue is a rather curious one. Instead of placing Rorty in a conversation with 

someone who holds on to such objectivist concerns, I put Rorty in a conversa

tion with Joseph Margolis. Margolis is a thinker who means (as much as Rorty 

does) to embrace the contingency of our descriptions and viewpoints. Yet, 

Margolis retains the idea that our culture requires a rarefied group of intellec

tuals to engage in second-order criticism of our cultural activities.16 An exami

16 See Margolis’ Pragmatism Without Foundations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 49, where he 
argues that historicizing inquiry actually serves to strengthen rather than weaken the role of 
transcendental reflection: “in doing that [historicizing inquiry] we open the gates to plural- 
ized and relativized speculations of the appropriately disciplined sort. This goes contrary to, 
for instance, Richard Rorty’s recent rejection of transcendental arguments: not in the sense 
of reinstating the original Kantian project (which Rorty rightly challenges) but in the sense of
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nation of the dispute between Rorty and Margolis on this issue has the advan

tage of focusing our attention away from the tired, old debate between objec- 

tivists and relativists, and toward what I consider to be the more important is

sue—our cultural need for any rarefied discourse of second-order legitimation, 

objectivist or relativist.

The primary focus of this chapter is on the question of whether or not we 

require such specialists in second-order legitimation to help us retain a sense of 

self-criticism that is strong enough to serve the demands of justice. In denying 

such a need, does Rorty close us down into an uncritical ethnocentrism without 

any criteria for criticism and reform? My initial answer is no. I do not believe 

that Rorty’s alternative is completely devoid of such critical resources. Rorty 

does not deny that, at times, we need to step back one ‘level’ from our various 

activities in order to criticize them or justify them to others. To the contrary, 

Rorty insists tha t we remain vigilantly critical of our cultural assumptions, 

that we remain on the lookout for people suffering at the margins of our soci

ety. He only denies that such legitimating activity is the privileged domain of 

an intellectual called the ‘Philosopher.’ It is a responsibility to be borne by all 

members of a particular society, working in solidarity with one another.

I believe that Rorty is right to point out that legitimative appeals to 

ahistorical neutral frameworks, instead of freeing us from the confines of a 

particular historical perspective, actually bind us uncritically and dogmatically 

to a particular historical perspective by speciously eternalizing that perspec

tive. It is this dogmatic pretension to permanence that silences those who will 

not or can not participate in the current language game being played.

Instead, says Rorty, if we would stick explicitly to legitimating our activ

ities without appeal to ahistorical second-order philosophical criteria,

recognizing the inescapability of second-order projections of the presumed realist power of 
human cognition.” My emphasis.
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we would realize how little theoretical reflection is likely to help us 
with our current problems. For once we have criticized all the self- 
deceptive sophistry, and exposed all the ‘false consciousness,’ the 
result of our efforts is to find ourselves just where our grandfathers 
suspected we were: in the midst of a struggle for power between 
those who currently possess i t . . . and those who are starving or 
terrorized because they lack it.17

Rorty is right to suggest that we look to theory, our ability to reason, to provide 

more than it really can. He is also right, in my view, to redirect our attention to 

the real issue—power sharing. The privileged of the earth should use the power 

they do have in the service of love.18

While I agree with Rorty that we have mythologized theory, pretending 

that it can help us more than it can, I do not share Rorty’s desire to delimit so

cial criticism to the public realm. The private is far too implicated in the public 

for such a distinction to be helpful. Rorty himself recognizes the limits of his 

own distinction when he admits tha t private intellectual projects can have 

surprising public consequences.19 Does Rorty’s strong romantic impulse, his 

desire to shelter the private realm from outside intrusions, hamper our ability 

to pursue justice in the public square?

I explore this tension more fully in Chapter 4, where I place Rorty in a 

dialogue with what I see as the public, ethical moment one discovers in much 

recent continental thought—thought Rorty describes as private and unsuited 

for use in debates over public justice issues.20 In my opinion, Rorty misses the 

ethical pulse that beats through the work of a thinker like Jacques Derrida. In 

this chapter, I ask whether Rorty’s refusal to consider the trace effects of any

thing ^cyond’ our own immanent, historically-contingent, cultural horizon

17 EHO, 25. See also Rorty’s “Feminism, Ideology, and Deconstruction: A Pragmatist View,” 
in Hypatia 8, 2, Spring 1993. In the abstract to this article, Rorty says that “when philoso
phy has finished showing us that everything is a social construct, it does not help us decide 
which social constructs to retain and which to replace.”
18 EHO, 48.
19 EHO, 72, 121-122.
20 See, for instance, Rorty’s “Is Derrida a Transcendental Philosopher?” in EHO, 119-128.
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causes him to neglect the profoundly ethical (and public) motivation of much 

postmodern thought.

Finally, I suggest that Rorty’s refusal to consider the inbreaking of a 

transcendent other causes him to miss an opportunity for a more fruitful dia

logue with the continental tradition. Not only do I see Rorty miss a large part 

of what is going on in this tradition, but, to the extent tha t he does not fully al

low for the transcendent alterity of the suffering other who cries to us for help, 

I also see tha t his own alternative for a post-philosophical culture may be 

found wanting. In the end, the only real ethical demand in Rorty’s post-philo

sophical culture is the ‘do not hurt’ of the colloquial ‘do-what-you-want-as-long- 

as-nobody-gets-hurt’ ethos which accompanies his romantic emphasis on indi

vidual self-actualization.21

Simply put, our troubled times call for a more robust ethics. Too many 

people are already hurting. A post-philosophical culture must have a stronger 

sense of calling—a willingness to interrupt our private projects, in order to not 

only ‘not hurt,’ but in order to actively help alleviate the misery that already 

plagues much of the world today.

By striving to expand our sense of solidarity, Rorty’s thought does go a 

long way in this direction. But does it go far enough? Whatever shape 

philosophy takes in this culture, it must remain open to and aware of the call of 

the other as other, and strive not to reduce the other to the ‘same’ of concep

tual theorizing. That is, philosophy in a post-philosophical culture may still be 

useful, but it can no longer pretend to be comprehensive. It may no longer pre

tend that all there is to life lies within its conceptual grasp. Philosophy in a

21 See David L. Hall, Richard Rorty: Poet and Prophet of the New Pragmatism  (Albany: 
SUNY, 1994), 151: “it is clear that just as Habermas could be accused of modeling what
ever private sphere he would recognize after the criteria of public life defined by undistorted 
communication, Rorty’s desire for a poetized culture is essentially a wish to shape the public 
sphere along the lines of the private.”
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post-philosophical culture must let other voices into the conversation.22 Rorty, 

I submit, is more than ready to listen to and hear such voices. This makes his 

tendency to prioritize the private (which is not as clear-cut a matter as I here 

make it sound) at the expense of the public—to pull back from the bazaar and 

retreat to the bourgeois comforts of his private club—all the more perplexing.

None of these criticisms, however, should take away from the fact that 

Rorty’s work has made some real gains for philosophy. His demythologization 

of philosophy as a rarefied discipline that studies special problems goes far in 

the direction of urging philosophers and other theorists to make their work 

more culturally relevant. His total rejection of any ‘God’s-eye-view’ correspon

dence theories of truth has restored a heightened sense of responsibility to the 

theoretical task. His emphasis on the contingency and fragility of our selves 

and our communities has given us an ethical sense of caution and a vital sense 

of hope.

In what follows, then, I offer a very sympathetic reading of Rorty. He is 

an original thinker and an eloquent writer. His work is both challenging and in

spiring. My disagreements with Rorty, when they do arise, run deeper than the 

logical space of reasons, even if that is where in this work they finally find ex

pression. For this reason, I agree with Rorty that deciding between such alter

natives is a m atter of narrative, rhetoric, and persuasion, rather than one 

consisting solely of reason, logic, and algorithmic criteria. Like Rorty, I try to

22 See H endrik H art’s “Knowing Otherwise: A Discussion of A lterity and the Limits of 
Philosophy,” (Unpublished manuscript presented a t the Canadian Society for Hermeneutics 
and Postmodern Thought’s annual conference, June, 1994, in  Calgary, Alberta, Canada), 7
8: “If  something is other than  the status it has in philosophy, this possibly reflects the fact 
tha t reality and life exceed the limits of philosophy. By dealing with this other insofar as it 
can fit into philosophy we may always be leaving it ‘out’ as other, if  indeed we can deal ratio
nally with what is other only as same . . . .  In th a t case, to get access and do justice to what 
is other, we may need channels th a t are ‘other than’ reason, science and philosophy. Film, 
novel, poem, and other experiences (trust of myth and mystery), other voices (the poor, 
women) all may help us get a t ‘tru th ’ (a space for them  where they can enter into the light 
and throw off their cover of sameness) in different and much needed ways.”
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avoid playing legitimation games. I do not try to refute his position on certain 

issues by appealing to antecedent, algorithmic criteria; rather I try  to follow 

the contours of his narrative and “draw a moral.”23

The moral I tend to draw from Rorty’s story is that we must insist on 

sheltering our private lives from unnecessary public intrusions. Everyone 

should be free to pursue their own projects of aesthetic bliss, to make them

selves into their own particular poem. The heroes of Rorty’s story are the 

people he feels have been able to do this. We admire the Derridas and the 

Prousts of this world because they have made themselves into works of art. 

While it is also true tha t Rorty admires people like Orwell and Scarry for sen

sitizing us to the suffering of others, I think Nancy Fraser is right when she 

says that Rorty does not let such efforts to reform our public ethos entertain 

“any notions of radical change which could challenge the ‘private’ cultural 

hegemony of romanticism.” Will Rorty’s private individual in this culture be 

able to respond adequately to the cries of the suffering other?

When I read Rorty, I pick up the sense that his emphasis on private 

bliss overshadows his sensitivity to issues of public justice. At any rate, I am 

not sure I would value myself as an idiosyncratic ‘work of art’ as much as 

Rorty would value himself that way. That may be my shortcoming. In the 

end, however, I cannot agree with the full moral of Rorty’s story. But in the 

process of drawing that moral, I suppose I will be telling my own story and pur

suing my own dream. For me, it is a dream that begins in responsibility. I 

agree with Levinas that, when we reach back beyond our own egos, there is al

ways the face of an exterior other that calls to us for help.24 My dream is sim

ply that we may someday be able to answer that call.

23 See COP, 174.
24 See Levinas’ Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1981), 
117: “But in the ‘prehistory5 of the ego posited for itself speaks a responsibility.”
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A society that chiefly esteems order, that finds growth painful 
and change disturbing, inevitably seeks for a fixed body o f superior truths 

upon which it may depend. It looks backward, to something 
already in existence, for the source and sanction of truth.

It falls back on what is antecedent, prior, original, a priori, for assurance.
The thought of looking ahead, toward the eventual, toward consequences, 

creates uneasiness and fear. It disturbs the sense o f rest 
that is attached to the ideas of fixed Truth already in existence.

It puts a heavy burden of responsibility upon us for search, 
unremitting observation, scrupulous development of hypotheses, 

and thoroughgoing testing.1

Philosophy's Great Mistake

Because Rorty de-emphasizes theoretical concerns and replaces them 

with narrative ones, one often finds him telling ‘grand’ (not ‘meta’), sweeping 

narratives of the Western philosophical tradition. He begins many of these 

stories with a sort of ‘Once upon a time. . . ‘Once upon a time there was a 

philosopher named Plato (or Descartes, or Kant), who said . . . , and ever since 

Plato (or Descartes, or Kant), Western philosophy has struggled with the 

problem of.. . . ’ Obviously, Rorty’s purpose in telling these stories is not one of 

historical accuracy, or even subtlety. They are about as subtle as one of

1 John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy (Boston: Beacon, 1957), 159.
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Aesop’s fables. Rorty has a lesson to teach and a moral to draw. He wants to 

show us that philosophy in the West has started off on the wrong track, and 

that now it has become a largely useless endeavor which examines pseudo

problems, or (in a phrase that Rorty often cribs from Wittgenstein) ‘wheels in 

the machine that do not turn.’

Rorty has reasons for thinking that philosophy started off on the wrong 

track. But, curiously enough, his reasons for thinking so have more to do with 

the fact tha t philosophy, in its current form, does not help us solve our con

temporary problems. Rorty argues tha t platonic obsessions with transcen

dence and immutability (which remain largely unquestioned in this tradition) 

have caused our society to become obsessed with order and structure.2 Rorty 

reads the history of this obsession as an anxious quest for false metaphysical 

comfort—a shirking of our moral responsibility to make life’s difficult decisions 

on our own. Instead, he says, we suspiciously put our claims in the mouth of a 

higher order or being. We would rather acquiesce to the coercion of such a 

higher authority, says Rorty, than take responsibility for our own cultural 

choices.

Our Western obsession with order and metaphysical comfort, says 

Rorty, has also hampered our ability to cope with the world and listen to each 

other. It has blocked the road to an open, attentive, and hermeneutic form of 

inquiiy. It has led to a dogmatic conservatism that hinders our ability to adapt 

to changing times and circumstances.3 And, insofar as it silences the voices of

2 Such an obsession can be seen as a version of metaphysical realism. Vaden House's de
scription of realism in Without God or His Doubles: Realism, Relativism and Rorty (Leiden: 
E.J. Brill, 1994), 12, effectively captures the spirit of this tradition: "Genuine human 
knowledge has traditionally been understood in terms of the acquisition of an accurate men
tal reduplication of extramental reality. In contemporary idiom, knowledge consists in ra
tionally justified, true beliefs or propositions; rational justification means primarily the pro
vision of incorrigible foundations; and truth is largely understood as the correspondence of 
our concepts, beliefs, or statements to extramental reality.”
3 See PMN, 11, where Rorty says that “the attempt (which has defined traditional philoso
phy) to explicate ‘rationality’ and ‘objectivity’ in terms of conditions of accurate representa-
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those who do not fit this order, it is a most unjust way of coming to understand 

and thus cope with the world in which we live.

Simply put, Rorty wants us to turn our attention away from this largely 

useless cultural obsession toward ‘the wheels in the machine that do turn.’ He 

thinks we would be better off if we stopped obsessing over an immutable order 

and redirected our attention towards the nitty-gritty problems of our particular 

time and place. For this reason, deflecting attention away from our desire to 

found culture on what he calls a ‘permanent neutral framework’ is an integral 

part of his overall project. In this part of his story, he does not merely criticize 

our Western obsession with order, he seeks to exorcise it from our cultural 

mind set. His criticisms are more an attempt at cultural therapy than they 

are an attempt a t logical refutation.

We have already spent too much valuable energy, Rorty suggests, on 

vain attempts to gain privileged epistemological access to a permanent ontic 

substratum. This passion for order, permanence, and immutability, he says, 

has led Western philosophy to become obsessed with epistemology, and more 

specifically, with a correspondence theory of truth. Such a theory tells us that 

we can only be certain that we are in touch with reality when we can show that 

our minds are mirroring a mind-independent ding an sich. Rorty criticizes this 

detached construal of human knowing. That is, his critique of philosophy-as- 

epistemology questions our Western tendency to objectify the world, to reduce 

our involvement with the people and things of our world to the intellectual con

cepts we have of them. Rorty wants to show us that we know more than we 

think, and that the world of experience is richer than the world of conceptual 

cognition.

tion is a self-deceptive effort to eternalize the normal discourse of the day, and that, since 
the Greeks, philosophy’s self-image has been dominated by this attempt.”
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For Rorty, the project of construing human knowledge as accuracy of 

representation was misguided from its inception:

The great fallacy of the tradition, the pragmatists tell us, is to 
think that the metaphors of vision, correspondence, mapping, pic
turing, and representation which apply to small, routine assertions 
will apply to large and debatable ones. This basic error begets the 
notion that where there are no objects to correspond to we have no 
hope of rationality, but only taste, passion, and will. When the 
pragmatist attacks the notion of tru th  as accuracy of represen
tation he is thus attacking the traditional distinctions between 
reason and desire, reason and appetite, reason and will.4

Rorty here tries to calm our metaphysical fears—those that tell us we will lose

touch with the world if we give up on thinking of truth as correspondence. He

clearly does not mean to give up on human rationality when he gives up on

such a theory of truth, he simply wants us to recognize it for the limited tool it

is.

Still, our metaphysical fears are understandable. Among other things, 

the discovery of the sheer power of human reason in the Enlightenment did 

much to stabilize and normalize a continent ravaged by religious wars and cul

tural upheaval. Given such success, one easily understands the gravity of 

what the Western philosophical tradition holds to be at stake in these deliber

ations. It is not difficult to understand, then, the strong Western emphasis on 

order, and all the themes tha t accompany the positing of an ahistorical, per

manent neutral framework (such as normativity, structure, immutability, 

etc.). There is something about such rhetoric that gives us a comforting sense 

of permanence, a sense tha t we can escape the vicissitudes of time and cir

cumstance. The desire to uncover something which is not susceptible to the 

contingencies of history, language, culture, or embodiment is understandable, 

for surely something like that would provide a neutral yardstick with which to 

measure the adequacy of our various cultural commitments.

4 COP, 164.
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Rorty, however, urges us to accept the fact that we have no such yard

stick. Metaphysical comfort is false comfort. The sense of permanence sur

rounding the rhetoric of order, he says, quickly leads us from a false sense of 

security to anxiety and skepticism. While it is tempting to believe tha t the 

Western philosophical tradition can offer us, through a kind of privileged access 

to the world-in-itself, an accurate and ahistorical account of the way the world 

really is for all times, places, and knowers, Rorty urges us not to be so easily 

tempted. The story Rorty wants to tell is one of the elusiveness and emptiness 

of the metaphysical realist’s dream. No sooner has some philosopher claimed 

to have gotten to the reality behind appearances, then another one points to 

the hidden prejudices, the historical and linguistic contingencies, on which that 

program depends. A correspondence theory of truth inescapably leads us, says 

Rorty, to the skeptical conclusion that true knowledge is unattainable.5

The version of realism that tells us our only security is found when we 

accurately represent the world-in-itself, independent of any human concerns, 

to ourselves, is the version of realism that Rorty baldly rejects. Such a ding an 

sich World, he says, is a “World well lost.”6 Rorty would have us locate the 

source of our security in solidarity with our own time, rather than in an appeal 

to something ahistorical. Instead of fleeing from the contingencies of our cul

tural situation, Rorty wants us to embrace and affirm them. Theory would be 

put to better use if, instead of using it to obtain privileged access to a mind-in

dependent reality, we would put it in service of our particular problems.

An examination of Rorty’s criticisms of the tradition, then, may help us 

find an alternative way of talking about the Western passion for order. That is,

5 PMN, 113.
® See COP, 3-18, esp. 14-15. Here Rorty explicitly states that he does not have a problem 
with uncontroversial correspondence theories (he does not believe that we constitute the 
world through conceptual synthesis), he only disagrees with those non-trivial correspondence 
theories which hold up an ineffable, noumenal, world an sich as the referent.
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Rorty can help us recognize that the Western need for order and stability is a 

historically contingent one, but no less worthwhile for that reason. Obviously, 

a world of complete flux and contingency would be a nightmarish and unlivable 

one. Yet, Rorty’s suggestion that the world itself has no order, except the order 

we ascribe to it, gives us a vital sense of responsibility for the categories we 

impose on the world. This suggestion also helps us see that we may reform our 

description of world order as historical circumstances warrant, without giving 

up on the healthy concern that inspires our desire for order in the first place—a 

concern to describe the world in a way that is reliable because it can be trusted 

to promote and enhance human flourishing through the maintenance of peace, 

justice, freedom, and love.

Recognizing the contingency of the Western need for order, says Rorty, 

does justice to the relativity of our statements and prevents us from sliding 

into the kind of metaphysical realism that he criticizes. In my view, Rorty is 

right to suggest that we should avoid the arrogance inherent in the claim to 

possess privileged access to extramental reality. He effectively shows the in

justice that hides behind such arrogance when he describes the metaphysical 

realist’s desire for a such a cemented understanding of human knowledge as a 

desire to substitute coercion for conversation, at the risk of marginalizing all 

those who do not share the same perspective. I now turn, then, to a more de

tailed examination of Rorty’s critique of metaphysical realism.

Permanent Neutral Frameworks and the Human Conversation

Rorty’s critique of metaphysical realism has at least two dimensions: 

epistemological and ontological. Realism, for Rorty, is the position tha t ac

cepts the existence of a mind-independent ‘world in itself (the ontological di

mension), and on tha t basis considers knowledge as justified and true only
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when we can show that our statements have immediate, privileged access to 

this mind-independent reality (the epistemological dimension). Rorty does not 

question whether or not such a description of human knowledge is accurate, 

but whether it is useful any longer. Because such a detached construal of hu

man knowledge cannot effectively be used in the service of particular cultural 

problems, he suggests that we are better off to set such outmoded philosophi

cal concerns behind.

This construal of knowledge justification, says Rorty, is merely the en

trenched result of the selection of an ocular metaphor, a metaphor tha t for a 

time succeeded in satisfying the human desire to produce explanations that 

were so compelling that to doubt them would not only be absurd, but impossi- 

ble.7 The desire for such compelling explanations, says Rorty, stems from our 

desire to guarantee the advent of cultural consent wherever one finds problem

atic cultural dissent. Rorty does not feel that anything can guarantee the ad

vent of such consent, and that such consent, where it is achieved, is the result 

of difficult moral deliberation, hermeneutic conversation, and fragile social co

operation. Invoking the authority of an ahistorical framework, in Rorty’s view, 

is just a subtle attempt at cultural coercion.8

Rorty tells us tha t the wish to procure incorrigible foundations for hu

man knowledge leads to a particular conception of philosophy: “Philosophy as 

a discipline capable of giving us a ‘right method of seeking truth’ depends upon

7 See PMN, 157: “The idea o f ‘necessary truth’ is just the idea of a proposition which is be
lieved because the ‘grip’ of the object upon us is ineluctable. Such a truth is necessary in the 
sense in which it is sometimes necessary to believe that what is before our eyes looks red— 
there is a power, not ourselves, which compels us.” See also 158-59, for further development 
of the notion that realist descriptions of knowledge are the result of the selection of visual 
metaphors.
8 One is here reminded of Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s claim, in The Postmodern Condition 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), that we must learn to disassociate the 
cultural values of consensus and justice. See 66: “Consensus has become an outmoded and 
suspect value. But justice as a value is neither outmoded nor suspect. We must thus arrive 
at an idea and practice of justice that is not linked to that of consensus.”



The Rhetoric of Order 19

finding some permanent neutral framework for all possible inquiry.”9 In order 

to properly grasp such a framework, says Rorty, the image of the mind as a 

mirror that accurately reflects this framework has become widely accepted.

Rorty feels that this visual metaphor has outlived its usefulness. That 

is, the desire to provide the ‘correct’ articulation of how the mind mirrors ex

tramental reality simply does not help us understand how we come to know 

and cope with our world. As mentioned above, such an urge10 might even 

hinder such understanding as it invariably ends up substituting coercion for 

conversation. In Rorty’s words:

Philosophy-as-epistemology will be the search for the immutable 
structures within which knowledge, life, and culture must be con
tained—structures set by the privileged representations which it 
studies. The neo-Kantian consensus thus appears as the end- 
product of an original wish to substitute confrontation for conversa
tion as the determinant of our belief.11

We must avoid this urge to provide an incorrigible foundation for human knowl

edge (through correspondence to extramental reality), argues Rorty, because 

the containment of knowledge, life, and culture that it prescribes does not ap

preciate the conversational way in which people actually come to know and de

scribe the world. If we did understand the fragility of hard-won cultural consen

sus, says Rorty, we would realize the importance of keeping the conversation 

on the move, instead of seeking to bring that conversation to a premature 

close.

9 PMN, 211.
10 See PMN, 179: “The urge to say that assertions and actions must not only cohere with 
other assertions and actions but ‘correspond’ to something apart from what people are say
ing and doing has some claim to be called the philosophical urge. It is the urge which drove 
Plato to say that Socrates’ words and deeds, failing as they did to cohere with current theory 
and practice, nonetheless corresponded to something which the Athenians could barely 
glimpse.”
11 PMN, 163.
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Denying the idea of epistemological privileged access, Rorty goes on to 

contemplate what would become of the image of the mind as mirror when the 

mirror no longer contains such privileged representations:

If there are no privileged representations in this mirror, then it will 
no longer answer to the need for a touchstone for choice between 
justified and unjustified claims upon our belief. Unless some other 
such framework can be found, the abandonment of the image of 
the Mirror leads us to abandon the notion of philosophy as a dis
cipline which adjudicates the claims of science and religion, math
ematics and poetry, reason and sentiment, allocating an appropri
ate place to each.12

Giving up the realist position, Rorty admits, also means abandoning the idea 

that philosophy as a discipline should be the arbiter of our various cultural ac

tivities.13 For him, one explanatory vocabulary cannot commensurate these 

activities without doing violence to the richness and diversity of our human cul

tural conversation. Simply put, the image of the human mind as a mirror that 

accurately reflects a permanent neutral framework does not, in Rorty's opin

ion, do justice to the variety of ways we describe ourselves and cope with the 

world. It is excessively reductive.

Rorty argues that an understanding of human knowledge that can do 

justice to the diversity of our cultural endeavours—our attempts to pursue 

creative freedom, human flourishing, and public justice—would be hermeneutic 

rather than epistemological. Hermeneutics, for Rorty, is a kind of understand

ing that abandons the quest for a permanent matrix that would commensurate 

all the various strands of human cultural discourse under the rubric of one ex

planatory language:14

12 PMN, 211-12.
13 I trea t this argum ent more fully in Chapter 3, below.
14 See PMN, 348-49: “We have not <gof a language which will serve as a perm anent neutral 
matrix for formulating all good explanatory hypotheses, and we have not the foggiest notion 
of how to get one . . . .  So epistemology—as the attem pt to render all discourses commensu
rable by translating them into a preferred set of term s—is unlikely to be a useful strategy . .
. . [T]he Whiggish assumption th a t we have got such a language blocks the road to inquiry.”
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Hermeneutics sees the relations between various discourses as 
those of strands in a possible conversation, a conversation which 
presupposes no disciplinary matrix which unites the speakers, but 
where the hope of agreement is never lost so long as the conver
sation lasts. This hope is not a hope for the discovery of an
tecedently existing common ground, but simply hope for agree
ment, or, at least, exciting and fruitful disagreement.15

Rorty views metaphysical realism with such disdain because of his view that 

our only means of understanding and coping with the world and each other is 

through the continuance of our cultural conversation. Metaphysical realism, 

as the hope for the discovery o f‘antecedently existing common ground,’ seeks, 

rather, to bring the human conversation to a premature end. The matter will 

be closed and no further discussion possible once Philosophy finally cashes in 

on its promise to provide us with such overwhelming and compelling Truth. 

‘Other’ voices are silenced in the process. In this view of inquiry, possible con

versation partners are barred from admittance even before receiving a fair 

hearing.

Realism, says Rorty, rather than guaranteeing the success of our in

quiries, actually serves as a roadblock to such inquiry. The realist 

‘conversation,’ in its variety of forms, devolves into a confrontational argument 

between members of competing but equally ensconced positions. Authentic 

dialogue is not possible in such a confrontational environment. An alternative 

to this unfortunate situation, says Rorty, would be to clear the path for human 

inquiry through ongoing discussion and through the realization that our de

scriptions are no more than our descriptions; they do not hook onto some an

tecedent, extramental, ‘permanent neutral framework.’ It is not difficult to see 

that, for Rorty, a heightened sense of responsibility for our descriptions is 

amenable to a heightened sense of respect for the objects of our descriptions,

15 PMN, 318.
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as well as a vigilant awareness of the possible inadequacy of those descrip

tions.

The realist tradition, wed as it is to the desire to grasp a permanent neu

tral framework, forecloses prematurely on the human potential to converse 

and find agreement apart from the commensuration provided by an an

tecedent, explanatory matrix. While giving up on the idea that such commen

suration is possible or desirable, Rorty does not give up on the idea of agree

ment perse. To the contrary, he highly values such agreement. By emphasiz

ing its fragility, he even highlights the cultural need to preserve and protect it. 

Rorty only disagrees tha t we have access to something permanent and ahis

torical that would guarantee or coerce cultural agreement. Appeals to such a 

framework conceal the important disagreements that do exist and help draw 

our attention away from the difficult cultural work that we must pursue in 

these sensitive areas.

Rorty even goes so far as to claim that such hard-won cultural agree

ment may still be described as ‘objective.’ But then we will no longer define 

‘objective’ in terms of a description accurately reflecting extramental reality. 

The search for objective knowledge would just be one human project among 

others, providing one among many ways of describing ourselves:

. . .  objectivity should be seen as conformity to the norms of justifi
cation (for assertions and for actions) we find about us. Such con
formity becomes dubious and self-deceptive only when seen as 
something more than th is—namely, as a way of obtaining access 
to something which “grounds” current practices of justification in 
something else. Such a “ground” is thought to need no justifica
tion, because it has become so clearly and distinctly perceived as 
to count as a “philosophical foundation.” This is self-deceptive not 
simply because of the general absurdity of ultimate justification's 
reposing upon the unjustifiable, but because of the more concrete 
absurdity of thinking that the vocabulary used by present science,
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morality, or whatever has some privileged attachment to reality 
which makes it more than just a further set of descriptions.16

Rorty’s critique of realism, perhaps more than anything, is a reaction against 

the claims of privileged attachments to reality—whether they are made by sci

ence, religion, or philosophy.

The moment we claim this sort of privilege for our descriptions, says 

Rorty, we lose touch with our humanity. Again, he invokes the metaphor of 

the mirror to describe this false sense of privilege that he feels has caused us to 

so lose touch: “The notion of an unclouded Mirror of Nature is the notion of a 

mirror which would be indistinguishable from what was mirrored, and thus 

would not be a mirror at all.”17 The image of mind as mirror, Rorty says, loses 

touch with itself. By grasping for more than we can ever hope to have, we also 

lose touch with ourselves: “[To] look for commensuration rather than simply 

continued conversation—to look for a way of making further redescription un

necessary by finding a way of reducing all possible description to one—is to at

tempt to escape from humanity.”18

ln  the end, Rorty views such realism as the human attempt to become 

more (or other) than human: “The notion of a human being whose mind is such 

an unclouded mirror, and who knows this, is the image, as Sartre says, of 

God.”19 Rorty wants us to stop fleeing from our humanity and to embrace in

stead the contingency of our starting points. “To accept the contingency of 

starting points,” he says “is to accept our inheritance from, and our conversa

tion with, our fellow-humans as our only source of guidance.”20 Here Rorty

16 PMN, 361.
17 PMN, 376.
18 PMN, 377.
19 PMN, 376.
20 COP, 166.
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emphasizes solidarity with one’s own time as a valuable cultural goal, as well 

as a difficult and fragile historical construct.

The reason, 1 think, that Rorty advises against our fleeing the storms of 

human contingency for the (illusory) calm of an antecedent algorithmic frame

work, is that he feels we need a heightened sense of responsibility for our own 

situation:21 “To attempt to evade this contingency,” he says, “is to hope to be

come a properly-programmed machine.”22 Rorty does not want us to think of 

ourselves as machines that blindly obey the directives of an antecedent pro

gram. Rather, we are human beings born into particular times and places, 

with specific responsibilities to ourselves and others. We cannot put our 

claims in the mouth of God, or The World, or Reason.23 We have a duty to bet

ter ourselves and the world in which we live.

Rorty’s suggestion that changing the subject of our cultural conversa

tion will have meliorative effects on our thinking, is best seen through an exam

ination of his particular appropriation of pragmatic philosophy, to which I will 

shortly turn. I wish to examine Rorty’s belief tha t William James and John 

Dewey are waiting at the end of the dialectical road that many antifounda- 

tionalist philosophers are currently traveling,24 as well as his belief tha t in 

pragmatism one finds the best cure yet for our various metaphysical bugs. 

Pragmatism is better, says Rorty, because it turns our intellectual attention 

to the particular problems tha t surround us. It seems better because, in his 

view, it helps us out of one particular dilemma or another.

21 See PMN, 383: “This attempt to answer questions of justification by discovering new ob
jective truths, to answer the moral agent’s request for justifications with descriptions of a 
privileged domain, is the philosopher’s special form of bad faith—his special way of substi
tuting pseudo-cognition for moral choice.”
22 COP, 166.
23 See House, Without God or His Doubles, 130.
24 See COP, xviii.
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By Their Fruits Shall Ye Know Them: Rorty’s Pragmatism

Rorty plainly admits to holding a pragmatist ‘view’ of truth. Following 

James, he believes that the true is the good in the way of belief.25 By affirming 

this view, he, like James, does not mean to offer an alternative intellectual ac

count of the nature of truth (along the lines of a correspondence theory, for in

stance). Rather, like the Pragmatists, he wishes to deflect attention from the

ory to practice. Questions like ‘What would happen if we tried this idea?’ be

come more important in this context than questions like ‘Does this idea corre

spond to the way the world really is?’.

Rorty agrees wholeheartedly in spirit with John Dewey when Dewey

says,

If ideas, meanings, conceptions, notions, theories, systems are in
strumental to an active re-organization of the given environment, 
to a removal of some specific trouble and perplexity, then the test 
of their validity and value lies in accomplishing this work. If they 
succeed in their office, they are reliable, sound, valid, good, true. If 
they fail to clear up confusion, to eliminate defects, if they increase 
confusion, uncertainty, and evil when they are acted upon, then 
they are false. Confirmation, corroboration, verification lie in 
works, consequences. Handsome is that handsome does. By their 
fruits shall ye know them.26

Rorty does not think that there can be anything very useful added to this no

tion of truth. In theory, there is simply not much to be said about truth: “It is 

not a profitable topic.”27 That is, attempts to correctly represent ‘the way the 

world is’ to ourselves, independent of any human concerns, interests, or prob

lems, is not going to be of much help to us in our specific historical situation.

Rorty thus retains a pragmatic insistence that we keep inquiry on the 

move, and not try  to ground it in anything permanent and ahistorical. As 

David Hall points out, “Rorty wants to distinguish between philosophical theo-

25 See COP, 62-66.
26 Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy, 156-57.
27 Richard Rorty, “The Fate of Philosophy,” in The New Republic, 187, 16, October 1982, 34.
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ries and real theories. The former constitute themes which serve to ground 

special theories; the latter are detailed and specific formulations pertinent to 

concrete issues in physics or politics.”28 Simply put, Rorty sees the latter ‘real’ 

theories as useful, while he sees the former ‘philosophical’ theories as useless.29

The legitimation provided by philosophical theories, Rorty argues, is too- 

easily purchased:

The reason this game is so easy to play is that none of these philo
sophical theories has to do much hard work. The real work has 
been done by the scientists who developed the explanatory theo
ries by patience and genius, or the societies which developed the 
moralities and institutions in struggle and pain. All the Platonic or 
Kantian philosopher does is to take the finished first-level product, 
jack it up a few levels of abstraction, invent a metaphysical or 
epistemological or semantical vocabulary in which to translate it, 
and announce that he has grounded it.30

For Rorty, the problems of traditional Western philosophy are endemic to its 

original desire to ground culture, language and history in something transcen

dental. What the tradition ends up doing instead, he suggests, is to fool us into 

believing that it has penetrated to the reality behind appearances, when it has 

really only ‘jacked-up’ the sedimented, dead metaphors of cultural struggle a 

few notches of abstraction.

Rorty’s problem lies in getting traditional metaphysical philosophers to 

jump on board his pragmatist bandwagon. This is a problem because he can 

not and will not, given his need to practice his own approach, provide argu

ments tha t appeal to independent criteria that he and the metaphysician 

share. He can only try to tempt and persuade them with his words, to make 

his alternative vision look attractive:

28 Richard Rorty: Poet and Prophet of the New Pragmatism, 78.
2® See COP, 167: “Pragmatiata think that any such philosophical grounding is, apart from 
elegance of execution, pretty much aa good or aa bad as the practice it purporta to ground. 
They regal'd the project of grounding aa a wheel that plays no part in the mechanism. In 
this, I think, they are quite right.”
30 COP, 168.



The Rhetoric of Order 27

The question of whether the pragmatist view of tru th —that it is 
not a profitable topic—is itself true is thus a question about 
whether a post-Philosophical culture is a good thing to try for. It is 
not a question about what the word “true” means, nor about the 
requirements of an adequate philosophy of language, nor about 
whether the intuitions of our culture are captured in the pragma
tists’ slogans. There is no way in which the issue between the 
pragmatist and his opponent can be tightened up and resolved ac
cording to criteria agreed to by both sides. This is one of those is
sues which puts everything up for grabs at once—where there is 
no point in trying to find agreement about “the data” or about 
what would count as deciding the question.31

While Rorty does give up on the availability of universal, antecedent criteria, 

he still leaves us to decide whether or not his post-philosophical culture would 

be a good thing to try for.

There is no doubt in Rorty’s mind, however, that we will be better off if 

we leave our traditional epistemological concerns behind, and adopt a more lo

cal, pragmatic attitude toward the activity of deciding between our various cul

tural commitments. In itself, I think this is enough to refute the opinion that 

Rorty’s thought leads to some sort of ethical abandon. To the contrary, by 

emphasizing the fragility and difficulty involved in the process of contesting 

and justifying various cultural commitments, he gives us a heightened, ethical 

awareness of the responsibility involved in the intellectual task.

Rorty’s meliorism, however, still leaves some questions. One of Rorty’s 

sympathetic critics, Vaden House, complains that Rorty’s notion of ‘better5 

simply seems to hang in the air:

Since we cannot say better because it fits who we are and what 
our task in the world is, then ‘better’ is little more than a grunt of 
approval made from our current standpoint. Or, it is the vague 
recognition that we may change our minds in the future and ap
prove something different. The recognition that one commitment 
is better than another requires some sense of what makes it bet
ter. Rorty’s position seems to amount to the claim that we change 
our m inds because something better came along where

31 COP, xliii.
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“something better” means only tha t we are happy th a t we 
changed our minds.32

By refusing to play the old legitimation games, House argues that Rorty risks 

losing touch with a vital impetus for change. While Rorty has convincingly ar

gued for the impracticability of appeals to universal, antecedent criteria, says 

House, this does not mean that our only way of thinking about what ‘better’ 

means can only be decided according to the outcome of “a conflict between our 

willful self-assertion and the bare contingency of a mute universe.”33

In this disagreement, House has located quite a hot area of contempo

rary debate concerning Rorty’s melioristic pragmatism. Many have claimed 

tha t Rorty’s refusal to provide some non-local criteria for the meaning of 

‘better’ has given his ethnocentrism an unhealthy, cloistered air. While I too 

am concerned with aspects of Rorty’s ethnocentrism, I do not find his refusal to 

provide any non-local criteria for the meaning of ‘better’ to be the most 

problematic aspect of it. That is, I think that Rorty’s focus on the particular 

cultural problems of liberal societies is helpful. If members of such societies 

find Rorty’s various suggestions helpful and inspiring, because they help solve 

particular problems and help fill particular needs, than they are clearly ‘better,’ 

and thus Rorty does not need to provide any further explanation of why they 

are so.

My main problem with Rorty’s refusal to provide any non-local criteria is 

not so much with the refusal perse, as it is with a certain deafness that seems 

to accompany i t—a deafness that does not necessarily have to accompany it. 

Rorty’s insistence that our only guide is found within the horizon of our particu

lar historical conversation is sometimes inadvertently joined with a resistance

32 Without God or His Doubles, 128.
33 House, 129.
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to the disruptive effects of an ‘other’ that calls from beyond the boundary of our 

cultural horizon. Rorty’s walls don’t  seem to have enough windows.

H um an C reativ ity  in  an  O rdered  World

The problem of coming to terms with the Western concern for order, 

then, is a problem for Richard Rorty as well as for the Western philosophical 

tradition that he criticizes. The metaphysical realist must account for the way 

in which the historical and cultural contingency of our starting points shapes 

the world we experience and know. Rorty, on the other hand, must tackle the 

question of how we adjudicate between various commitments without appeal 

to any criteria imposed by a mind-independent reality. While I believe that 

Rorty is right to give up on such criteria, I think his melioristic alternative de

serves closer scrutiny.34

For the moment, perhaps we can see these two interpretations of hu

man knowledge as coming at the same complex of problems from different an

gles. That is, we can read Rorty to be defending the phenomenon of human 

creativity and freedom from the deterministic excesses of the metaphysical 

realist tradition. We can in turn understand this tradition to be concerned that 

such freedom does not become unbridled and sanction individual greed or 

caprice.

1 suspect, however, tha t Rorty does not sanction such unbridled free

dom. I read this in his appeals to conversation and solidarity, in his hope that 

we might still find agreement apart from appeals to a permanent neutral 

framework, and in his concern to protect the fragile fruits of tha t labour. I am, 

however, not suggesting that Rorty has succeeded, or even wishes to succeed, 

in describing how ‘“something is eternally gained or lost for the universe’ when

34 I attempt such scrutiny in Chapters 3 and. 4, below.
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we decide for compassion rather than violence, for conversation rather than 

coercion.”35

Nonetheless, Rorty’s critique of metaphysical realism and emphasis on 

human creativity can serve as a useful corrective to what I have described as 

the Western philosophical tradition’s obsession with order. Highlighting the 

contingency of the Western desire for order need not mean that we give up on 

the fundamental concerns that inspired this desire in the first place. Finding a 

new way of describing the world does not mean that we have to give up on ideas 

like justice, solidarity, or community. Anew way of speaking might ju st better 

enable us to achieve these desirable goals.

In Rorty’s attempt to describe such a new way of speaking, the role and 

cultural importance of the ‘Philosopher’ is severely cut back. The philosopher 

becomes just one more voice in our cultural conversation. Rorty does not deny 

that philosophers will make valuable contributions to a post-philosophical so

ciety, he only argues that they will no longer have the power of the last word. 

This suggestion seems ethically dangerous to many thinkers, even thinkers 

that otherwise share many of his criticisms. In Chapter 3, I will focus on 

Joseph Margolis’ criticism of Rorty’s views. Not only will an examination of 

this sort of criticism help us decide whether Rorty is right to take away the 

philosopher’s privileged domain, but it will also help us assess whether any 

potentially dangerous cultural consequences arise from this domain being so 

denied.

35 House, 7. Here House echoes Rorty who in turn is echoing James. See COP, 174.
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P riests N© More

[Philosophers] vaguely feel that it is their birthright to preside 
over the rest of culture, but they cannot figure out how tojustify their claim.1

Pragm atic Meliorism and Robust Relativism

Many philosophers today feel that one of their major tasks is to protect 

society from the vicious excesses of a relativistic ethos. There must be some

thing, they argue, that is immune from the storms of time and chance. Our 

salvation from relativism, they claim, is discovering what tha t something is. 

Their efforts sum up our hope that the difficult moral decisions and dilemmas 

that face all of us really are not so difficult after all.

This desire to secure access to a permanent, neutral ontological frame

work has led us to demonize any thinker who draws our attention to the diffi

culty of life, to the relative and contingent character of our various moral 

commitments. In much Anglo-American philosophical literature, the word 

‘relativist’ has been used to describe such a person; it is a swear word, a word of 

general disapprobation. A thinker who questions the necessity or usefulness of 

this tradition’s dominant urge—the urge to secure certain, privileged theoreti

cal access to an invariant, ahistorical reality independent of human ob

servers—is so labeled. Such a charge is meant to be serious, one closely re

1 COP, 148.
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lated to charges of anarchy, nihilism, and skepticism. For many Anglo- 

American philosophers, to admit that human understanding is embodied and 

historically contingent would be tantamount to giving up on human reason al

together.2

I have painted a rather stark picture of this tradition, but I do not think 

that it is hyperbolic to describe a prominent mood in Anglo-American philoso

phy as one of suspicion, fear, and m istrust— a watchdog mentality. Given this 

state of affairs, it is understandable that almost no philosophers today wish 

themselves to be thought of as relativists (in this pejorative sense). Even 

those philosophers whose work evinces a hermeneutic sensibility, an aware

ness of the historical contingency of our intellectual projects, tend to accept the 

pejorative definition of relativism (as self-referentially incoherent), and thereby 

take extra pains to clear themselves of such a nasty charge.3 The move is 

understandable, and even helpful, given the hostile intellectual climate in which 

such historically-sensitive philosophy is usually received.

Bearing this hostile intellectual environment in mind, one cannot fail to 

notice the iconoclasm and touch of hubris that Joseph Margolis boldly evokes 

in the title of his book The Truth About Relativism  4 In this book, Margolis 

seeks to defend ‘robust relativism’ against what he feels is a premature dis

missal of the original protagorean thesis, ‘Man is the Measure.’ Margolis takes 

as grist for his robust mill any philosopher who obviates the (his) relativist op

tion prima facie. He does not seem to care whether such thinkers belong to the

2 For a thorough-going empirical demonstration of the relativity of cognition to embodiment 
and historical and linguistic situatedness, see George Lakoff’s Women, Fire, and Dangerous 
Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). 
Like many other theorists saying these things, Lakoff takes extra measures to distance 
himself from ‘relativism’ in this book.
3A good example of this approach is found in Richard Bernstein’s Beyond Objectivism and 
Relativism: Science Hermeneutics and Praxis (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1988). '
4 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991). Hereafter cited as TAR.
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camp of traditional objectivist philosophers, or whether they would in other re

spects sympathize with many of his deep concerns. If they do not embrace the 

very term ‘relativism5, Margolis dismisses them.

Richard Rorty, in particular, is often at the receiving end of Margolis5 ro

bust shovel. This is a curious state of affairs because both thinkers may be 

profitably read as offering similar criticisms of the Anglo-American philosophi

cal tradition. For example, both are concerned with delineating the limits in 

which human thought takes place, with debunking our hypostatized faith in 

logical rules for inquiry, and with dropping the supposed necessity for philoso

phy to secure sure access to invariant, ahistorical foundations, upon which 

alone human inquiry may proceed. Both philosophers try, in their own idiosyn

cratic ways, to embrace the flux.

Given that he and Rorty share these and other similarities, why then 

does Margolis take such pains to distance himself from Rorty? The answer lies 

in the fact that Rorty, perhaps bending to pressure from the frequent accusa

tions of cultural relativism lodged against him ,5 obviates the relativist option. 

In fact, Rorty may even use the word ‘relativism5 to name ‘self-referential inco

herence.5 Because Margolis wishes to salvage a certain brand o f‘robust rela- 

tivism ,5 he must thereby consider Rorty’s work antithetical to his own project. 

The question, then, is this: In this disagreement over the status of relativism, 

has Margolis located an authentic area of philosophical dispute between him

self and Rorty? What more hangs on Margolis5 polemical stance toward Rorty

5 See, for instance, H illary Putnam ’s Realism with a H um an Face (Cambridge: Harvard, 
1990). In  his response to Putnam , “Putnam  and The Relativist Menace” in  The Journal o f 
Philosophy (XC, 9, September, 1993, 443-461), 450, Rorty claims the following: “I entirely 
agree with, and fervently applaud, [Putnam’s] relativist-bashing remark: ‘Relativism, ju s t 
as much as Realism, assumes th a t one can stand within one’s language and outside it a t  
the same time’ (RHF 23). But I do not see how this rem ark is relevant to my own, explicitly 
ethnocentric position.”
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than the mere project of saving the word ‘relativism’ from the hands of the 

many philosophers who feel, for various reasons, that we should drop it?

In order to understand why Margolis distances himself so vehemently 

from Rorty6 it is important to find the precise bone of contention between 

them. Such an examination may help us understand what makes Margolis’ 

‘robust relativism’ so different from Rorty’s emphasis on the ultimate contin

gency of human intellectual endeavor. Stated briefly, I see the difference be

tween these thinkers in the investment that each places in philosophy as a le

gitimative discourse. Rorty tends to divest philosophy of the cultural impor

tance it claims for itself, while Margolis wants to salvage, if limit, philosophy’s 

presumed legitimative role.7

Rorty’s divestiture of philosophy is refreshing and therapeutic in that it 

lays bare a peculiarly Western over-investment in the utility of philosophy as 

a discourse of second-order legitimation. His extreme position, however, drags 

much critical philosophy too far down into the realm of the purely private and 

idiosyncratic, downplaying philosophy’s ability to influence the public.8 For this 

reason, I sympathize with Margolis’ desire to salvage a critical, legitimative 

role for philosophy. Yet* after examining Margolis’ radical critique of the Anglo- 

American tradition, I find the concept of‘second-order legitimation’ so emptied 

of its former content that it becomes difficult to discern exactly what Margolis

6 Margolis’ vehement disagreement with Rorty surfaces often in TAR. See, for example, 57, 
where Margolis indirectly describes Rorty’s thought as a version of anarchism, nihilism, or 
skepticism.
7 Barry Allen makes a similar point in a recent paper on Rorty and Putnam. See his 
“Putnam on Objectivity, Truth, Relativism, and Rorty” (unpublished manuscript), 18, and 
20-21: “Putnam is seriously discontent with the state of the art in so-called analytic or 
Anglo-American philosophy. But like Dewey, and unlike Rorty, he envisions some kind of re
construction or renewal of professional philosophy, some renewed role for philosophers that 
would be ‘disciplinary’ in the double sense of professional and normative or correctional.” (My 
emphasis). My contention is that Rorty envisions a reduced role for philosophy in a post- 
philosophical culture, but he envisions a role nonetheless.
° Thomas McCarthy expresses this criticism, one I find helpful, in Ideals and Illusions: On 
Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory (Cambridge . MIT, 1991), 
23-26.
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now takes tha t concept to mean. He thereby leaves me at a loss to explain 

why ‘second-order legitimation’ is something that we should keep. This is not to 

deny that in given historical circumstances second-order reflection might be 

called for. It is only to say that, as a general project (dominated by a 

specialized discipline), it is not very helpful.

Rorty simply thinks we would be better off if we changed the subject. 

He would see Margolis’ desire to salvage some sort of second-order legitimative 

role for philosophy as one last vestige of the metaphysical dream. Margolis is 

right to claim that Rorty gives up on that dream. He is wrong, however, when 

he suggests that Rorty gives up on the need to critically legitimate our cultural 

activities altogether. Rorty does see such a need for critical legitimation. He 

only argues that, without recourse to some sort of second-order ‘permanent 

neutral framework,’ such legitimation will henceforth be piecemeal, local, and 

ad hoc. The question remains whether Rorty’s picture of cultural legitimation 

is strong enough to perform the job of ethical watchdog, or whether in fact we 

need something like the ‘robust’ alternative that Margolis proposes.

A ‘R elativist Manque’?

Before exploring some similarities and differences between the positions 

of Margolis and Rorty, it would be helpful to clarify more fully the nature of the 

dispute as Margolis describes it. He throws his problem with Rorty in bold re

lief when he describes him as a failed relativist:

Rorty is partly tha t other sort of protagorean, the one who, in a 
sense, embraces the doctrine of “becoming,” except th a t he,
Rorty, also repudiates. . .  traditional philosophy altogether.

//Protagoras’ doctrine of “becoming” is a philosophical thesis, 
as it certainly seems to be, then Rorty is more a relativist man
que, a sort of protagorean who accepts the flux and “man the
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measure” but who rejects, in doing that, the very need for philo
sophical legitimation—hence, for relativism.9

The point, for Margolis, is that ‘relativism’ is an inherently philosophical posi

tion. As such, the tenability of this position depends upon whether or not it can 

be philosophically legitimated. According to Margolis, Rorty denies that such a 

position need be so legitimated, and so Rorty mistakenly forsakes the tradi

tional philosophical project altogether. Margolis’ contention, contra Rorty, is 

that with some creative rule-bending a logically coherent and thus philosophi

cally legitimate conception of relativism is possible. Philosophy can embrace 

the flux, it can appreciate the full difficulty of our moral deliberations, and still 

satisfy sufficiently rigorous criteria of logical coherence.10 One can, Margolis 

says, have a philosophical cake and eat it too.

In The Truth About Relativism, Margolis means to show his readers how 

this can be done, how philosophy can embrace relativism and remain philoso

phy. Can the stuffy halls of Anglo-American academe open their doors to the 

fresh air of the flux without radically altering the nature of the Western philo

sophical project? Can philosophy make room for relativism without going post- 

philosophical? Margolis says yes and Rorty says no. Rorty does not doubt 

that we could pursue Margolis’ route, but he would probably consider such an 

effort to be a needless waste of time. The curious part of this conflict, however, 

is that to a large extent each thinker gives the opposite answer for the same

9 TAR, 78.
10 In TAR, Margolis delimits excluded middle’s range of applicability, exchanging a rigorous, 
bivalent logic for a weaker logic of “many-valued truth-values.” In this reformed logic, con
tradictions that formerly would have been considered disastrous become mere logical incon
gruences. See 9, where Margolis says: “The robust relativist’s thesis is that there is no 
purely formal reason why many-valued truth-values should function inconsistently or inco
herently; or why such values cannot be distributively applied in an advantageous way in 
this or that particular sector of inquiry. In fact, the relativist claims there is no reason for 
supposing that bivalent and many-valued truth-values cannot be systematically used to
gether (with due care) without risking conceptual disaster.” (My emphasis).
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reasons. It is appropriate, therefore, to turn to an examination of their philo

sophical similarities.

Rorty and Margolis! Facing the Flux and Our Epistemic Finitude

Margolis is very critical of something that he calls the ‘archic canon.’ He 

uses this label to describe the entire Western philosophical tradition. 

According to Margolis, the archic canon consists of three strong theses—the 

epistemic, the ontic, and the alethic. He maintains tha t the strong epistemic 

and ontic theses, in particular, characterize the last two thousand years of 

Western philosophy. The ontic thesis holds tha t the stuff of reality is, at bot

tom, permanent and invariant despite appearances to the contrary. It is the 

job of philosophy (and this is the strong epistemic thesis) to obtain secure and 

certain intellectual access to this permanent ontic substratum, and then build 

all human understanding upon this unshakable foundation.11 Margolis claims 

that there is a “civilizing necessity5’ in rejecting such archism, and that certain 

practical advantages would be ours once we accept his robust relativism.12 

Rejecting archism, Margolis says, simply involves “(a) rejecting the necessary 

invariance of what is real, and (b) denying that knowledge addresses such and 

only such invariance.”13

So described, Margolis’ rejection of the archic canon sounds strikingly 

similar to Rorty’s rejection of what he calls the ‘permanent neutral framework’ 

in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Like Margolis, Rorty s critique is inti

mately linked to a rejection of strong epistemic and ontic theses. In general, 

Rorty wants to drop all theories that promise epistemic incorrigibility by char

11 TAR, 2-3.
12 On relativism as a humane alternative to archism see TAR, pp. xii-xiv. See also 5: “if 
vindicated, relativism would have the most profound effect on matters of practical and public 
policy, especially regarding the authoritative direction of human affairs and the conceptual 
standing of every supposed invariant truth on which such direction rests.”
13 TAR, 18.
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acterizing the human mind as a mirror of reality, a mirror in which invariant, 

mind-independent objects are accurately reflected. The image of the mind as 

mirror, Rorty says, is based on the selection of a specular metaphor that has 

outlived its usefulness. According to Rorty, we adopted and literalized this 

metaphor because the two thousand year sweep of Western thought has suc

ceeded in convincing us that we can rely on the fruits of human cognitive activ

ity only when such activity directly represents an invariant, mind-independent 

world. That, says Rorty, is neither a good nor edifying description of how hu

man cognition proceeds.

It is not ju st the content of Margolis’ and Rorty’s criticisms tha t are 

similar, but also their breadth and scope. As noted above, Margolis means his 

‘archic canon’ to refer to the entire history of Western philosophy, including 

most, if not all, of its dominant themes and concerns. Rorty’s criticism’s are no 

less sweeping. lis ten  to the tone of the following passage:

If we think of knowledge [as privileged relations to the objects of 
our propositions] we will want to get behind reasons to causes, 
beyond argument to compulsion from the object known, to a situ
ation in which argument would be not just silly but impossible, for 
anyone gripped by the object in the required way will be unable to 
doubt or to see an alternative. To reach tha t point is to reach the 
foundations of knowledge. For Plato, tha t point was reached by 
escaping from the senses and opening up the faculty of reaso n - 
the Eye of the Soul—to the World of Being. For Descartes, it was 
a matter of turning the Eye of the Mind from the confused inner 
representations to the clear and distinct ones. With Locke, it was 
a matter of reversing Descartes’ directions and seeing “singular 
presentations to sense” as what should “grip” u s . .. ,14

Here, and in the following pages, Rorty lumps together such diverse thinkers as

Plato, Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant. Rorty argues that a common, basic

urge motivates all these men—the urge to reach what he calls the ‘foundations

of knowledge.’ Whatever else these philosophers are up to, they are all

U PMN, 159.
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“choosing objects to be compelled by”15 Both Rorty and Margolis describe such 

an urgently felt need for this sort of gripping compulsion as the result of the 

adoption of strong epistemic and ontic theses. They both go on to say tha t we 

can happily do without these theses.16

While helpful, such sweeping descriptions often lack nuance, and may 

neglect the fact that philosophers can only paint with such broad strokes from 

a position of hindsight. For example, would Plato, upon reading Descartes, 

have recognized in Descartes’ work the same philosophical problems with 

which he was struggling? We should remember that philosophy, described as a 

discipline that deals with common, abiding problems, is a peculiarly modem 

phenomenon. Still, this does not take away from the fact that, as I have ar

gued above, the telling of such (meta?)narratives has heuristic and therapeutic 

value. Explaining the Western philosophical urge in this way helps us under

stand why we think the way we do. Apparently, both Rorty and Margolis share 

a desire to read the history of philosophy and draw a moral.

For all their similarities, however, Margolis draws a different moral from 

the history of philosophy than Rorty does. But, hopefully, this focus on 

Margolis’ and Rorty’s criticisms of strong epistemic and ontic theses has pro

vided us with a broad picture of the philosophical landscape tha t they both 

share. Yet the ontic and epistemic theses represent two separate, though re

lated, problems. An individual and more intimate examination of each thesis 

reveals still further similarities between their positions, and starts to hint at 

their differences.

15 PMN, 160.
16 Many French postmodernists, as well as many feminists, make these same criticisms of 
the Western philosophical tradition. They go on to emphasize how these strong theses are 
used to define the boundaries of the “rational,’ and in turn are used to exploit and exclude 
those who find themselves on the other side of those boundaries.
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Tightening t i e  Focus

Margolis tells us that “there are at least two principal lines of contempo

rary thought tha t deepen relativism’s challenge: one emphasizes epistemic 

considerations—incommensurabilism\ the other, ontic considerations—ontic 

relativism. .. .”17 I will now turn to these two distinct lines of thought. First, I 

will examine the criticisms tha t Margolis and Rorty share concerning the 

strong ontic thesis, and follow that with an examination of some of their shared 

criticisms of the strong epistemic thesis. Both examinations will explore the 

alternatives that each thinker proposes to these problematic theses.

Margolis’ ontic relativism amounts to a rejection of the necessary in

variance of whatever is real. Notice that this does not mean that Margolis de

nies the existence of a reality independent of human observers. A rejection of 

the strong ontic thesis only means that we deny that this reality is, or must be, 

invariant. Already in the foreword to The Truth About Relativism, Margolis 

tells us that “relativism is meant to be the intellectual means for a sanguine 

reco very of the world—not a betrayal or renunciation of it—under the condition 

of a deepening sense of ubiquitous change and impermanence.”18 Margolis’ on

tic relativism is meant as the intellectual means through which humans may 

come to terms with the flux.

Ontic relativism, Margolis says, is the least famous contemporary can

didate form of (robust) relativism. It is ontic relativism because it refers to a 

particular range of phenomena, mainly the products of human cultural activ

ity. Margolis lists these phenomena as “artworks, actions, histories, the psy

chological nature of persons, institutions, theories, practices. . . .”19 Let me 

initially say that I consider the inclusion of such phenomena under the rubric of

17 TAR, 18.
18 T.AR, xi.
19 TAR, 21.
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the ‘real’ to be an improvement over the traditional ontic stuff of objectivist 

philosophy; physical objects such as rocks or trees, whose existence appears 

clearly independent of human activity. The inclusion of the former phenomena 

is more appropriate, because it begins to reflect the profound influence that our 

cognitive activity has on our understanding of the world. And tha t is why 

Margolis names this thesis ontic relativism.

Ontic relativism, Margolis says, refers to phenomena whose ‘natures’ 

“intrinsically include complex intentional properties, such that those natures or 

features are vague or indeterminate enough to invite incongruent judgments 

regarding what they are, or such that their natures and properties are so al

terable by interpretation alone that incongruent judgments cannot be avoided 

in specifying them .”20

Ju st because such phenomena have complex intentional properties, 

says Margolis, is no reason to consider them less real.21 It certainly does seem 

fair to say tha t our lives are affected just as much by literature, art, govern

ments, banks, schools, courts, and churches as they are by mountains and 

trees. Simply put, it seems empirically true to say tha t the furniture of our 

world consists ju st as much of phenomena that are contingent upon human 

cognitive and cultural activity, as it does of phenomena that appear clearly in

dependent of such activity. Margolis takes this state of affairs as an opening 

for his (robust) ontic relativism. With the admission of such phenomena, says 

Margolis, “an entirely new field of application may be claimed for robust rela- 

tivism .”22

20 TAR, 20-21.
21 See, for instance, TAR, 20: “the fortunes of . . . relativism  depend on the fortunes of 
treating intentional properties as real properties. Once again, the salient tendencies of ana
lytic philosophy are known to be opposed to such an admission.”
22 TAR, 180. ‘
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The more general point Margolis makes is that it is practically impossi

ble to separate talk about the ontic make-up of reality from talk of our epis

temic activity in the midst of that reality. The two features of our discourse 

are co-relative and form a horizonal, symbiotic limit that our thought cannot 

penetrate. Such a phenomenological description of the world, divorced from the 

epistemic desire to hook onto anything invariant (whether ideal or real), begins 

to sound quite Heideggerian. And, indeed, Heidegger plays an influential role in 

Margolis’ book. He claims that “i/V hat we call the intelligible world is, in some 

sense, an artifact of the indissoluble symbiosis of a (mythically assigned be

cause impenetrable) cofunctioning of cognized world and cognizing agent 

{Dasein), then the threat of a radical relativism can never be allayed. The en

tire objective order is no more than a contingent posit of a certain phase of con

ceptual history .”23

Sentences like the last one send tremors down the spines of objectivist 

philosophers. But in that sentence, Margolis does not mean to give up on the 

world, or threaten the independence of the real. His point is more accurately 

an epistemological one. He claims that Protagoras himself would be hospitable 

to the notion tha t we require a conceptual distinction between an objective 

reality and subjective appearances, so long as we do not mean such a distinc

tion to connote the existence of an “invariant reality knowable as such to 

man.” Margolis means to move the whole discussion from ontology into epis

temology. That is, the conceptual distinction between world and appearance 

“functions only . . .  as a reasoned posit within the play of appearances 

(intemalism), not as an independent criterion of any sort: not, say, either as a

23 TAR, 141.
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criterion of knowledge or as a criterion that precludes pretensions of knowledge 

addressed to the mere flux of appearances.”24

Margolis’ criticism of the strong ontic thesis quickly moves him to criti

cize the strong epistemic thesis. We may even say that, for him, discussion of 

one necessarily involves discussion of the other. Here we are again reminded of 

Rorty’s position. In a salient way, Rorty restricts the real to tha t about which 

we are able to talk. Anything more than this, he says, is an attempt at a God’s 

eye view. For Rorty, “the question of whether there is anything for philoso

phers to appeal to save the way we live now, what we do now, how we talk 

now—anything beyond our own little moment of world-history—is the decisive 

issue between representationalist and social-practice philosophers... .”25

In this debate, Rorty sides with the social-practice philosophers. For 

him, the only things th a t are ‘dropped into the philosopher’s lap’ are the 

philosopher’s own linguistic know-how, patterns of practical reasoning, or the 

ways in which the philosopher’s community copes with the world. Also, none of 

these things function independently of the philosopher in question. “The alter

native to this assumption,” Rorty tells us, “would seem to be tha t what was 

dropped into her lap was a gift from heaven called ‘clarity of thought’ or 

‘powerful analytic techniques’ or ‘critical distance’—a heaven-sent ability to 

wrench one’s mind free from one’s community’s practices, to turn away from 

nomos towardphysis.”26

Rorty, like Margolis, argues that such wrenching is indeed not possible 

for us, and that we must therefore face the contingency of our cognitive activ

ity squarely. For both philosophers, such facing involves an ongoing, vigilant

24 TAR, 81-82.
25 Richard Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth. (Cambridge: University of Cambridge
Press, 1991), 158. Hereafter cited as ORT.
26 ORT, 158.
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recognition of the epistemic limits within which human inquiry proceeds. These 

limits are revealed in light of the absence of antecedent algorithmic criteria 

w ith which to adjudicate between competing cultural commitments. 

Discussion of such limits leads both philosophers to critically examine the idea, 

popularized by Kuhn,27 of conceptual incommensurability.

Incom m ensurability

For Margolis, the incommensurability of various conceptual paradigms 

points to the cognitive intransparency of the world. Margolis, to borrow Rorty’s 

characterization, denies tha t the world is carved into “sentence-like chunks 

called facts”,28 or tha t there is some easy fit to be had between our concepts 

and a mind-independent reality.29 I t is this undeniable intransparency of the 

world that, for Margolis, pulls the rug out from under the objectivist project. 

We simply do not have a world available to us such tha t one and only one 

proper interpretation can hold for it. There is no one algorithm for understand

ing our world. It is in just this sense, Margolis argues, that a philosopher like 

Kuhn can usefully speak of the existence of plural worlds. In tha t move, says 

Margolis, Kuhn was merely marking the various conceptual divergences that 

he discovered while tracing the history of the physical sciences.30

We should be careful to notice, however, that again Margolis does not 

deny or betray the existence of one mind-independent world. Again, his move is 

entirely epistemological. The thrust of his point is tha t “we lack altogether an 

algorithm or a completely reliable and inclusive canon for determining, within 

the one world and at any time, the full relationship (with regard to translation,

27 See T.S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Preaa, 1962.
28 Richard Rorty, Contingency Irony and Solidarity, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 5. Hereafter cited as CIS.
29 See TAR, 21-23.
30 TAR, 102.
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meaning, commensurability, truth, reference, knowledge, validity) between 

whatever is claimed in accord with any ‘one’ and in accord with any ‘other’ of 

the ‘plural worlds’ [that Kuhn] supposed.”31 Such a comprehensive algorithm 

could only make good on its promise to commensurate the various strands of 

human cognition if the world was completely, one hundred percent, cognitively 

transparent. That, says Margolis, is simply not the case.

Rorty is also careful to distinguish the world from our descriptions of the 

world. “The world is out there,” he says, “but descriptions of the world are 

not.”32 This is, however, a trivial truth for Rorty: “To say that the world is out 

there, that it is not our creation, is to say, with common sense, tha t most 

things in space and time are the effects of causes which do not include human 

mental states.”33 Like Margolis, Rorty asks us to consider the fact tha t we 

may use more than one vocabulary to describe the world.

Rorty also reminds us, following Davidson, that a paradigm shift can 

only occur against the background of a larger set of beliefs tha t mostly remain 

intact:

[Davidson’s point] makes us remember . . . what a very small 
proportion of our beliefs are changed when our paradigms of 
physics, or poetry, or morals, change—and makes us realize how 
few of them could, change. It makes us realize that the number of 
beliefs tha t changed among the educated classes of Europe be
tween the thirteenth and the nineteenth centuries is ridiculously 
small compared to the number that survived intact.34

Like Margolis, Rorty does not feel that ideas like incommensurability threaten

to make us ‘lose touch’ with the world. This is because Rorty agrees with the

31 TAR, 103.
32 CIS, 5.
33 CIS, 5. See also ORT, 101: “We do in fact describe most objects as causally independent 
of us, and that is all that is required to satisfy our realistic intuitions.” On Rorty’s position 
on incommensurability, see COP, 12: “[T]he specter of alternative conceptual frameworks 
shrinks to the possibility that there might be a number of equally good ways to modify 
slightly our present set of beliefs in the interest of greater predictive power, charm, or what 
have you.”
34 COP, 13.
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realist tha t the world is causally independent of our descriptions. But for 

Rorty, this only means that the search for the one correct vocabulary in which 

to describe the world, nature’s own language, is a fruitless endeavor we should 

set aside.

Rorty’s objections to the realist are more forthrightly located in this 

rejection of the idea that the world ‘speaks a language,’ or that there can only 

be one description of the world against which we should measure all of our other 

descriptions:

the realization that the world is available to us only under a de
scription hooks up with the realization that it exists without a 
self-description, that it has no language of its own which we might 
one day leam. Its existence “makes no sense” because sense is 
relative to descriptions and existence is not.35

Rorty encourages us to give up our epistemological urge to find ‘sky-hooks,’ the 

urge to discover the one language tha t would directly and transparently 

represent the world to us: “It becomes hard to think that th a t vocabulary is 

somehow already out there in the world, waiting for us to discover it.”36 Put 

another way, Rorty’s doubt about the existence of such a commensurating vo

cabulary is a doubt “about the utility of the notion of a medium between self 

and reality—the sort of medium which realists see as transparent and skeptics 

as opaque.”37

For Rorty, we share our experiences by participating in inter- and intra- 

communal conversations. Language plays a central role here, obviously, but 

not in the traditional sense in which words hook onto the world in some direct 

way. We can only play our vocabularies off each other, Rorty says. His great

est fear is tha t we will bring this conversation to a premature end by tri

umphantly proclaiming that our description corresponds with the world such

35 COP, 185.
36 CIS, 6.
37 CIS, 13-14.
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that no further redescription is necessary. The world independent of us, says 

Rorty, is just th a t—independent of us. We do not have to despair over whether 

or not it is transparent because, as independent of us, it is not opaque either. 

It is simply not available uncognized. The contingency of our language games, 

then, gives us no reason to stop talking, nor does it allow us to talk about any

thing we want.38

I wish to conclude the exploration of these philosophical similarities by 

way of summary. I have followed the contours of Margolis’ criticisms of the 

strong epistemic and ontic theses, while simultaneously demonstrating the 

places along Margolis’ path where Rorty shows similar concerns. Roughly 

speaking, both are critical of the ontic invariance and epistemic transparency 

of the real. Margolis, however, is more explicit about this than Rorty. Rorty 

avoids explicit talk about the ‘real’ (as independent of human observers) be

cause such language is always already part of a culturally contingent language 

game. They definitely agree, however, that what we call knowledge should not 

depend on our intellectual ability to hook onto an invariant, mind-independent 

reality. For Margolis, it is the world’s cognitive intransparency (not opacity) 

that precludes such an assumption, while for Rorty, it is just uninteresting, if 

not absurd, to speak of a world independent of human participants.

So, even though each position carries a different nuance, it is not unfair 

to say that Rorty and Margolis share a vast expanse of philosophical terrain. 

This similarity is also what makes Margolis’ book peculiarly vexing. The tone 

he adopts toward Rorty in The Truth About Relativism is no less than vituper

38 See CIS, 6: “The world does not speak. Only we do. The world can, once we have pro
grammed ourselves with a language, cause us to hold beliefs. But it cannot propose a lan
guage for us to speak. Only other human beings can do that. The realization that the world 
does not tell us what language games to play should not, however, lead us to say that a de
cision about which to play is arbitrary, nor to say that it is an expression of something deep 
within us.”
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ative.39 Clearly, Margolis sees something more at stake between himself and 

Rorty.

We can see the seeds of this difference already sprouting in this exami

nation of their similarities. Rorty’s criticisms of traditional Western philoso

phy, criticisms he shares with Margolis, lead him to develop a ‘post-philosophi- 

caF attitude in which he concentrates on the interplay of incommensurable vo

cabularies th a t have been sundered from any attachment to an invariant, 

mind-independent reality. In this exploration, Rorty concentrates on human 

narrative imagination, our poetic ability to redescribe ourselves in novel ways. 

Philosophy, as we shall see, receives a severely reduced role in this examina

tion.

Rorty’s laissez-faire’ attitude towards philosophy irks Margolis to no 

end. Margolis goes so far as to describe Rorty’s attitude as “a cheerful sort of 

intellectual bankruptcy.”40 Such ire emerges because Margolis feels that 

Rorty does not take seriously enough philosophy’s important cultural role—its 

role as a public discourse of second-order legitimation. To this dispute I now 

turn.

Im m anent Justification vs. Second-Order Legitimation

Margolis is careful to distinguish between his version of ‘robust rela

tivism’ and what he calls ‘relationalism.’ The difference between these posi

tions involves different construals of relativism’s ‘alethic option.’ Margolis in

tends robust relativism to be an “affirmative doctrine,” or “positive claim,” 

about the conditions for successful truth-claims.41 Here, it is imperative to un

derstand the distinction Margolis makes between ‘truth-values’ and ‘truth-

39 See TAR, 62-63, 154, 200-01.
40 TAR, 201.
41 TAR, 7.
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claims.’ Briefly put, ‘truth-claims’ refer to the utterances tha t we call ‘true,’ 

that is, whatever it is that we hold to be the case. ‘Truth-values,’ on the other 

hand, refer to what we mean to be doing when we so assign the word ‘true’ to 

our truth-claims. Margolis does not mean to relativize either our truth-claims 

or the truth-values which they invoke. Rather, he says that the robust rela

tivist “argues only from the limited epistemic power with which we may assign 

truth-values to our various claims.”42

The recognition that we always operate within this epistemic limit does 

not as such relationalize the alethic option, says Margolis, and that is what 

distinguishes robust relativism from relationalism: “The relationalist would re

strict epistemically the formal meaning of all our truth-values, whereas the ro

bust relativist only restricts (where needed) the epistemic power of our truth- 

claims.”43 Because relationalists relativize the formal meaning of truth-values, 

says Margolis, their position is indeed prone to insoluble paradox and self-refer

ential incoherence. They would therefore be wise, Margolis urges, to “weaken 

their version of relativism so that it no longer concerns truth-claims directly, or 

no longer does so at any point at which its well-known self-defeating maneu

vers surface.”44 Robust relativism on the other hand “suffers no such logical 

embarrassment.”45

Robust relativism resists such self-defeating dangers, says Margolis, 

because it employs a weaker logic: “It is in a sense, a strong theory tha t favors 

logically weak truth-claims by which skepticism may be offset.”46 Margolis

42 TAR, 11. Using similar language, Rorty says something quite different in CIS, 47-48: 
“what matters in the end are changes in the vocabulary rather than changes in belief, 
changes in truth-value candidates rather than assignments of truth-value.” I mention this 
to flag the difference that is emerging between Rorty and Margolis to be discussed in more 
detail further on. It is important to recognize that, for Rorty, the job of inventing new vocab
ularies does not belong to philosophy alone.
43 TAR, 10.
44 TAR, 9.
45 TAR, 9.
46 TAR, 7.
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warns us that unless we loosen the grip of excluded middle and tertium non 

datur, and admit the logical coherence of many-valued truth-values (construed 

alethically), we are doomed to an incoherent relationalism or vicious skepti

cism.47 For that reason he urges us to loosen our logic.48 Robust relativism, he 

says, is a strong position tha t suffers no logical embarrassment because it 

employs a logic that, although weak, has gone the distance in the philosophical 

ring and survived.

A major part of the problem that Margolis has with Rorty is tha t Rorty 

refuses to bring his ‘ninety-nine pound weakling’ into this particular ring 49 

Obviously, such a complex theory of truth-values and truth-claims would soon 

tire a thinker like Rorty who feels tha t tru th  is “not a profitable topic.” 

Admitting the logical coherence of many-valued truth-values, for Rorty, would 

just be the pragmatist ‘chestnut’ that descriptions are vocabulary-relative, 

and that there are many legitimate vocabularies out there. Rorty, therefore, 

fails to make Margolis’ subtle distinction between relationalism and robust 

(because philosophically tested) relativism.50 What Margolis names with the 

word ‘relationalism,’ Rorty (following fairly standard practice) simply calls

47 For Margolis’ criticisms of our overdetermined adherence to a strong bivalent logic see 
TAR, 42-43, 46, 52.
48 See TAR, 12-13: “Relativism emerges, in the sense of the second family of views [robust 
relativism], only with the supposed coherence of incongruent claims. . . . [B]y incongruent 
claims, we mean truth- or truth-like claims that, on the bivalent model but not now, would 
be inconsistent, incompatible, or contradictory: on the argument, incongruent claims never 
devolve into such logically defective claims, because the usual bivalent values are, now, sys
tematically replaced, alethically, not merely approximated in any logically dependent eviden
tial or related sense. . . . ”
49 Rorty makes his refusal to get into this sort of second-order argument clear in COP, xxvii: 
“What I have said . . . casts doubt on the . . . view that the pragmatist-realist issue should 
be fought out on some narrow, clearly demarcated ground. . . . There is no such ground. . . 
[The pragmatist] refuses to take a stand . . .  to either assert or deny bivalence” (my 
emphasis). Clearly, Rorty’s position here could easily refer to the ‘pragmatist-relativist’ 
debate that Margolis tries to create.
50 See TAR, 92, where Margolis says that thinkers like Rorty “read the relativist (the pro
tagorean) as inconsistent and incoherent because they construe the self-referential paradoxes 
and the constraints of noncontradiction and excluded middle as binding in certain restricted 
ways that cannot be overcome, whether or not one subscribes to a metaphysics of invari
ance.”
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‘relativism.’51 Rorty thereby commits the fragile sin of not even entertaining 

the notion tha t a certain sort of relativism could be a philosophical survivor. 

Rorty does not like the rules, so he does not play the game. It is unfortunate 

that Margolis cannot see any possibilities for critical thought outside this ring. 

For if he did, then he could simply say that Rorty calls relativism what he calls 

relationalism, and move on to more fruitful dialogue.

No, something more hangs in the balance. This begins to emerge when 

we examine the attitude th a t each philosopher takes toward philosophy 

proper. For Margolis, robust relativism is an appropriate philosophical position 

that harbours the dual possibility of foregoing the traditional “hankering after 

arguments of transcendental necessity,” while at the same time remaining a 

critical, second-order, legitimative thesis: “although legitimation cannot be 

‘Kantian’ in tha t regard, it cannot be avoided either. . . . [Legitimation . . . 

proves to be decisive for the prospects of relativism.”52

For Margolis, then, philosophy, even philosophy divested of arguments of 

‘transcendental necessity,’ remains a serious business with a serious public 

function. Because of this remnant of reverence toward his chosen discipline, 

Margolis hears the irreverent tone o f‘postmodern darlings’ like Richard Rorty 

as a betrayal of the need for second-order legitimation altogether. But as far 

as I can tell, the only salient difference between Margolis and Rorty is this dif

ference in emphasis and tone. Despite Margolis’ disingenuous claims to the 

contrary, Rorty does not give up on the need for critical legitimation. Rorty 

may just be looking for such legitimation in a site that is other to philosophy, a 

ring in which a different game is played using different rules.

51 See COP, 167, middle paragraph.
52 TAR, 22.
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The idea that Rorty does not give up on the need for critical legitimation 

deserves further exploration. Already in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, 

one discovers in Rorty a deep awareness of the need for legitimation or 

justification, of the need to supply reasons to support arguments. His concern, 

however, is to describe what such legitimation will look like once we have cut it 

loose from the necessity to ground such arguments in an ahistorical 

‘permanent neutral matrix’ for all possible inquiry. It is only this latter picture 

of philosophy, argues Rorty, “tha t makes it possible to th ink  th a t such 

relativism [like the sort of which he is often accused] must automatically rale 

out coherence theories of intellectual and practical justification.”53

What would justification look like in Rorty’s post-philosophical culture? 

Accepting his criticisms, he tells us, only means that “truth and knowledge can 

only be judged by the standards of the inquirers of our own day .. . . ” It does not 

mean, he says, that “human knowledge is less noble or important, or more ‘cut 

off from the world,’ than we had thought. It is merely to say tha t nothing 

counts as justification unless by reference to what we already accept, and that 

there is no way to get outside our beliefs and our language so as to find some 

test other than coherence.”54 Rorty would have us forego all appeals to neu

tral, second-order criteria, and instead think of justification as “the ordinary 

sort given by the language-game we in fact play.”55

The preceding analysis shows tha t Rorty, no m atter what Margolis 

says, is concerned with intellectual and practical justification. He does admit, 

however, that in his view the fact that “there is no permanent neutral matrix 

within which the dramas of inquiry and history are enacted has as a corollary 

th a t criticism can only be piecemeal and partia l—never ‘by reference to

53 PMN, 179.
54PMV, 178.
55 COP, 182.
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eternal standards.’”56 Still, I cannot see how this admission creates a radical 

difference between Rorty’s ‘piecemeal and partial’ criticism and Margolis’ 

logically-weak criticism that is couched from the epistemically-limited site of 

cognitive intransparency.

To illustrate this (unacknowledged) similarity further, we may ask how 

Rorty s recontextualization of the site of legitimation/justification differs from 

the site that Margolis describes in the following passage:

We do mean to treat relativism as an alethic doctrine, it is true; 
but we shall treat it as a doctrine of that sort in such a way that 
the prior timeless truths of the archic canon are put in the most 
profound doubt, that the cognitive intransparency of the world is 
fully conceded, that Protagoras’ “man is the measure” restricts us 
to speculating about the choice of truth-values and the critique of 
truth-claims only within the constraints of intransparency.57

Is the terrain that Margolis describes here, in which the second-order legitima

tion that he wishes to retain would take place, not entirely the same as the ter

rain that Rorty sketches in his radical recontextualization of traditional, objec

tivist philosophy? I fail to see the difference, and Margolis fails to show us.

Perhaps, then, Margolis is so upset with Rorty because Rorty no longer 

considers the cultural task of legitimating as the sole property of a discipline 

known as ‘Philosophy.’ Maybe Margolis is upset tha t Rorty contaminates phi

losophy by not letting it have the last word on matters of legitimation.

Such a conjecture would be a fair reading of Rorty, to the extent that he 

does give up on our ability to provide metaphysical ‘criteria,’ criteria that could 

be used to test the legitimacy of any vocabulary at any time or place. Rorty 

does give up on the existence of such antecedent criteria. We find this in his 

description of the liberal ironist:

56 PMN, 179.
57 TAR, 22-23.
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The ironist spends her time worrying about the possibility tha t 
she has been initiated into the wrong tribe, taught to play the 
wrong language game. . . . But she cannot give a criterion of 
wrongness.. . .  [I]ronists do not see the search for a final vocabu
lary as (even in part) a way of getting something distinct from 
this vocabulary rig h t.. . . Criteria, on their view, are never more 
than the platitudes which contextually define the terms of a final 
vocabulary currently in use.58

An ironist’s description of the process of looking for a better final vocabulary, 

says Rorty, “is dominated by metaphors of making rather than finding, of di

versification and novelty rather than convergence to the antecedently present. 

She thinks o f final vocabularies as poetic achievements rather than as fruits of 

diligent inquiry according to antecedently formulated criteria.”59 My suspicion 

is that a sentence like this last one would disturb Margolis, even though it re

mains a mystery how legitimation would proceed so differently within the con

fines of his robust relativism.

Notice tha t nowhere in the preceding selections does Rorty fail to 

recognize the human need to critically contest and improve old vocabularies, or 

to sometimes invent new ones. He only denies that there is some antecedent 

algorithm, one set of criteria, that will prescribe the one correct way to go 

about this task. But this is the case for Margolis as well! His critique has also 

left him without such critical resources. On what basis, then, can Margolis say 

that Rorty gives up on legitimation while he does not? Read through the eyes 

of Rorty, Margolis’ insistence on retaining a ‘platitude’ like ‘second-order 

legitimation’ may say more about the final vocabulary within which Margolis 

works than anything else—a final vocabulary in which philosophy, however 

delimited, is still the final arbiter of truth and ultimacy.60

58 CIS, 75.
5® CIS, 77, my emphasis. See also 80.
60 See TAR, 193-94: “we cannot . . . presume that we antecedently possess objective rules 
and constraints of argument that are not substantively affected by, or at risk in, pursuing 
the argument itself; and that we cannot, engaging that challenge, disallow the possibility 
that we may reasonably posit a compelling and resilient picture of what, under the circum-
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A C oncern for Ju s tice  C aught Between P riv a te  Irony  and  Public 
Philosophy

I have tried to show that Margolis is wrong to claim that Rorty gives up 

on legitimation per se. Yet it is fair to say that Rorty construes our legitimating 

activity quite differently than Margolis does. So far, I have only described this 

as Rorty’s post-philosophical attitude, an attitude in which he emphasizes the 

role of human narrative imagination and poetic redescription. It is clear from 

this description, however, that if we accept Rorty’s criticisms of the tradition, 

then we must also accept the fact that cultural legitimation can never be car

ried out on the universal scale that it has been without doing violence to those 

who do not share the dominant culture’s vocabulaiy.

For Rorty, any culture or society always already operates within a hori

zonal boundary that he calls a final vocabulary. In other places, he describes 

this vocabulary as a communal web of beliefs and desires. A society’s web or 

final vocabulary is ultimate in the sense that certain basic terms within it are 

ungroundable—they can only be justified, in a circular way, by referring to 

other terms in the final vocabulary. Final vocabularies, then, are about how 

people in a society describe and refer to themselves, not about getting a lan

guage that somehow provides criteria for ‘getting the world right.’

So described, a final vocabulary is a public, shared phenomenon. We 

have already seen that for Rorty a society must make available the resources 

to criticize and reform its final vocabulary. However, he is suspicious of the 

idea that there is a discipline called Philosophy whose job it is to do this sort of

stances, objective argum ent requires, The results will continue to be prephilosophically 
prejudiced; bu t they will now be ‘011110311/ disciplined as well, within the term s of such prej
udice; and they will be able to be reported to be thus disciplined and to be open to further 
critique. And th a t’s the best we can hope for under the conditions granted .” These 
comments are the closest Margolis comes to describing w hat his version of second-order 
legitimation would be like. The similarities to Rorty’s position are striking, save Margolis’ 
subtle cognitivist emphasis.
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thing. The way he sees such criticism and reformation happening is in our hu

man ability to imaginatively redescribe ourselves, our poetic ability to re

weave our web, and, above all, the personal freedom required to pursue such 

redescription.61

1 am perhaps misrepresenting Rorty somewhat, however, since his de

scription of human poetic imagination operates almost solely on the level of the 

individual.62 This strong emphasis on personal freedom is a function of the pri

vate/public split operating in his thought. For .Rorty, liberal society has for its 

goal the resolution of a tension between two incommensurable desires—the 

private desire to achieve a “self-created autonomous human life” and the pub

lic desire to ever strive “to make our institutions more just and less cruel.”63 

The tension emerges when Rorty intimates that our ability to be just, to re

form our public, shared world rests upon our private desire to poetically recre

ate ourselves.64 I say tension because, for Rorty, a chasm exists between 

these two realms: “the vocabulary of self-creation is necessarily private, un

shared, unsuited to argument,” he argues, but “the vocabulary of justice is 

necessarily public and shared, a medium of argumentative exchange.”65 The

61 On the society-as-web/self-as-web metaphors, see Rorty’s “Inquiry as Recontextualiza
tion: An Anti-Dualist Account of Interpretation” in ORT, 93-110. On 101-02 Rorty says the 
following: “Reweaving a web of beliefs is, if you like, all [the anti-essentialist] does—all 
anybody can do. But, she will add, this is not as bad as the realist makes it sound. In the 
first place one of her more central, difficult-to-imagine-revising beliefs is th a t lots of objects 
she does not control are continually causing her to have new and surprising beliefs, beliefs 
which often require hasty and drastic reweaving on her part. She is no more free from pres
sure from outside, no more tempted to be ‘arbitrary’ than  anyone else. . . . [S]he is not stuck 
within her own head. At worst, the community of inquirers to which she belongs, the one 
which shares most of her beliefs, is stuck, for the time being, within its own vocabulary. But 
bemoaning this fact is like bemoaning the fact th a t we are, for the  time being, stuck in our 
own solar system. Human finitude is not an objection to a philosophical view.”
62 For a similar criticism of Rorty’s discussion of hum an freedom see Thomas McCarthy’s 
“Ironist Theory as a Vocation” in Ideals a.n&Illusions, 35-42.
63 CIS, xiv.
64 On the public role of poetic redescription, especially via metaphor, see Rorty’s “Unfamiliar 
Noises: Hesse and Davidson on Metaphor” in ORT, 162-72. See also “Philosophy as Science, 
as Metaphor, and as Politics” in EHO, 9-28.
65 CIS, xiv.
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question then is this: Can we bring our private, poetic resources to bear in our 

pursuit of justice in the public realm?

Rorty urges that we not view the incommensurability of these private 

and public desires as conflicting, but rather as different tools for different pur

poses. He describes the situation as follows, which I wish to quote at length:

[W]e could begin to think of the relation between writers on au
tonomy and writers on justice as being like the relation between 
two kinds of tools—as little in need of synthesis as paintbrushes 
and crowbars. One sort of writer lets us realize tha t the social 
virtues are not the only virtues, that some people have actually 
succeeded in re-creating themselves. We thereby become aware 
of our own half-articulate need to become a new person, one 
whom we as yet lack words to describe. The other sort reminds 
us of the failure of our institutions and practices to live up to the 
convictions to which we are already committed by the public, 
shared vocabulary we use in daily life. The one tells us that we 
need not speak only the language of the tribe, tha t we may find 
our own words, that we may have a responsibility to ourselves to 
find them. The other tells us that that responsibility is not the 
only one we have. Both are right, but there is no way to make 
both speak a single language.66

Here Rorty describes two co-equal responsibilities that are spoken of through

two different languages (vocabularies?). There is, he says, neither a need nor a

desire to integrate these languages. Both exist, somewhat symbiotically, side

by side.

But if, in practice, these two tools have detrimental effects on each oth

er’s ability to perform their prescribed tasks, then Rorty’s simple separation of 

them as two different, non-interacting tools is not an adequate image. In criti

cism of Rorty, I would like to suggest that the gulf he describes ought not be as 

unbridgeable as he says it is. Given his own emphasis on the public role of 

metaphor, it is fair to say that, even for him, poetic acts of self-(re)creation

66 CIS, xiv.
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spill over into the public realm.67 For our private, poetic sensibility—a sensibil

ity that reminds us that “we need not speak only the language of the tribe”— 

should lead us to recognize the exclusivity of our ‘tribal’ language and, in a pub

lic move of justice, urge us to open our city gates to the marginalized other. 

This ethical movement is also what stirs in us the deep awareness of the con

tinual need to (poetically and imaginatively) redescribe ourselves at the public, 

communal level. Rorty, despite his individualistic tendencies, does tell us that 

it is our curious poets, our privately-perfecting connoisseurs of diversity, that 

make us aware of such suffering and marginalization.

Public Criticism and Singular Difference

I have tried to show that Margolis is wrong to claim that Rorty is not 

concerned about issues of legitimation and our need to continually criticize and 

justify our publicly-shared beliefs and desires. To the contrary, Rorty appears 

quite concerned about these issues. I think he would even prefer tha t we ac

quire a heightened awareness of how complex these issues are. While Rorty 

does deny the existence of an antecedent criterion, vocabulary, language, or al

gorithm that would enable us to pronounce on such issues for time and eter

nity, he does not deny the need for critical legitimation entirely. He is only 

suspicious of philosophy when it sets itself up as the discipline that will provide 

such ahistorical, antecedent criteria.

Margolis, on the other hand, has not shown us how the many criticisms 

he shares with Rorty would not necessitate the same kind of suspicion. For 

Margolis, even philosophy cut off from arguments of transcendental necessity 

retains the role of cultural arbiter. Yet he does not tell us why. He has not

67 See CIS, 9, 16. See also EHO, 72: “[TJhe result of trying to find a language different from 
the tribe’s is to enrich the language of later generations of that tribe. . . . The spin-offs from 
private projects of purification turn out to have enormous social utility.”
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given us a reason to disagree with Rorty when Rorty tells us that philosophers 

lose their birthright to preside over the rest of culture when they can no longer 

offer a view about the ultimate nature of reality.

Still, for both philosophers, cultural arbitration is something we do and 

must continue to do. Rorty’s redescription of this activity harbours radical, 

imaginative possibilities, I think. I have, however, pointed to a tension of his 

thought in this area that could, but need not, undercut such possibilities. 

Because of this tension, Rorty’s thought holds ‘a vague promise of great 

things.’68 In order for us to realize this promise in our shared world, we should 

keep the following question before us: What if our public ability to be just 

hinges on our poetic ability to recognize and be stirred by alterity and 

difference?

While I agree with Rorty that we cannot get outside our own local lan

guage games, that we cannot get to a neutral ground from which we may pro

nounce judgment on the worthiness of competing vocabularies, I do not see 

why this should also preclude something that is beyond our own immanent, lo

cal vocabulary from breaking in. I am not talking about an epiphany, but per

haps just a call—an ethical call to responsibility that is placed on me by an ex

terior, singular other. One who cannot be exposed in the light of a philosophical 

lamp. One who cannot be contained within the boundaries of a rational dis

course.

In the following chapter, I explore some recent attempts by various 

postmodern continental philosophers to trace a clearing in which such a call 

might be heard. In these thinkers, I argue, a radical call for justice emerges 

from which Rorty’s own though might benefit.

68 See CIS, 9.



4
Singular In terrup tions

. . .  in breaking into my own body of speech, opening up the gaps 
and listening to the silences in my own inheritance,

I  perhaps learn to tread lightly along the limits o f where I  am speaking from.
I  begin to comprehend that where there are limits there also exist other voices, 

bodies, worlds, on the other side, beyond my particular boundaries.1

Cultural Criticism  in  a Post-Philosophical Age

The criticisms leveled at the Western philosophical tradition by thinkers 

like Rorty and Margolis have found a receptive audience. In this age of 

‘incredulity toward metanarratives/ many of us no longer believe that human 

reason can supply us with permanent, neutral criteria with which to assess 

the legitimacy or illegitimacy of any of the many different cultural perspectives 

and commitments tha t exist in the world today. The loss of such a guiding 

metanarrative has left only a multiplicity of narratives in its wake, and no 

overarching method by which we may assess the legitimacy of these narra

tives with any absolute intellectual certainty.

Many thinkers consider such uncertainty as symptomatic of an unfor

tunate loss of coherence, a loss of a common vision of the world and of what we 

should be striving for in that world. Other thinkers, however, consider this in

1 Iain Chambers, Migrancy, Culture, Identity (London: Routledge, 1994), 5.
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credulity toward metanarratives (joined with an awareness of cultural plural

ity) as a liberating return to a particularly human world in which we no longer 

strive for a ‘God’s eye view.’

In North America, the best example of the la tte r sort of thought is 

Richard Rorty’s post-philosophical neo-pragmatism. On the Continent, the 

most infamous example is Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction of Western logo

centrism. While Rorty and Derrida share similar criticisms of the Western 

tradition’s totalizing pretensions, their respective criticisms have different 

flavours, and this affects each thinker’s vision for life in a post-philosophical 

culture.2

Rorty, I have been suggesting, is perhaps too hopeful about the poten

tial of a culture that would no longer feel the need for any sort of transcenden

tal guidance. We see his sanguinity emerge when he unproblematically divides 

human discourse along the lines of the public and the private. According to 

him, our public selves and private selves speak two different languages. The 

public self operates on the level of the universal, speaks a shared, argumenta

tive language, and concerns itself with matters of social justice and cultural le

gitimation. The private self, on the other hand, operates on the level of the sin

gular, speaks an idiosyncratic language, and concerns itself with m atters of 

poetic self-redescription and imaginative self-making. Rorty wants to give 

both kinds of discourse equal weight and then put them to different purposes.

2 On the idea of a ‘post-philosophical culture,’ see COP, xxxvii-xliv. I should also point out 
that both Derrida and Rorty are critical of any talk about the ‘end’ of philosophy. See 
Derrida’s essay “Of an Apocalyptic Tone Newly Adopted in Philosophy” in Derrida and 
Negative Theology, Harold Coward and Toby Foshay eds., (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992). 
Also, see Rorty’s essay “Putnam and the Relativist Menace” (Journal of Philosophy, XC, 9, 
September 1993), 443-461. In a footnote, Rorty says: “There is a difference between hoping 
for the end of “Philosophy 101’ and hoping for the end of philosophy. . . .  I hope that we 
never stop reading, e.g., Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, Dewey, and Heidegger, but also that 
we may, sooner or later, stop trying to sucker the freshmen into taking an interest in ‘the 
problem of the external world’ and ‘the problem of other minds’ ” Rorty here echoes his con
cluding reflections in PMN.
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They are, he says, “as little in need of synthesis as are paintbrushes and crow

bars.”3

Derrida envisages the role of post-philosophical cultural criticism some

what differently than Rorty. For him, the public and private aspects of the self 

are more inextricably interlaced. Derrida shows this interlacement by demon

strating how thoroughly the singular is implicated by the universal. Derrida’s 

thought calls attention to the singularities, the marginal traces, th a t resist 

containment by any theoretical system, and thereby serve to unremittingly in

terrupt the universalizing tendencies of human thought.4 Following Levinas, 

Derrida exhibits a vigilant, ethical concern for these singularities.5 Although 

Derrida acknowledges that theory necessarily works on the level of the univer

sal and the total, he reminds us that it is always already opened upon the sin

gular, which is at the same time its limit and condition.

Broadly stated, the difference between Rorty and Derrida is that Rorty 

refuses to admit that the ethical call of the singular comes to us in the form of 

a quasi-transcendental ‘imperative.’ There may be a call, but we will hear and 

respond to such a call only when someone who speaks our language can inter

pret it in such a way that we will be able to make sense of it and thereby in

clude it in our cultural conversation. We are not called to justice by anything 

exterior, transcendental, or trace-like. Even so, says Rorty, we can still pursue 

the liberal goals of diminishing cruelty and of gathering more and more different 

perspectives while we cut these goals free from arguments of transcendental

3 See Richard Rorty’s introduction to CIS, xiii-xvi.
4 Derrida has described such a demonstration as the ‘deconstruction’ of Western 
logocentrism,’ and his driving motivation is to demonstrate the ubiquity of this deconstruc
tion at work. This approach is found throughout his writings, but a particularly concise ex
ample of the co-implication of singularity and universality can be found in his article “The 
Politics of Friendship,” (The Journal of Philosophy, 85, 1988), 632-44.
5 See Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction: Derrida and Levinas, (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1992) and Drucilla Cornell, The Philosophy of the Limit, (New York: Routledge, 1992) for 
particularly convincing demonstrations of Derrida’s debt to Levinas and the resulting ethical 
motivation at work in Derrida’s thought.
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necessity.6 Our own “connoisseurs of diversity” (sociologists, anthropologists, 

literary critics, novelists, and poets) will keep the public aware of those who 

suffer on the margins of this society.7

Therefore, it is not fair to say that Rorty is simply unconcerned about 

the ethical direction of a post-philosophical culture; he is, rather, more san

guine about the potential of a culture that no longer requires outside guidance 

and instead relies only upon that which it distills from its own immanent con

versations. I wonder, however, whether Rorty’s liberal desire for inclusion 

would extend beyond the “bazaar” and enter the “gentlemen’s club.”8 A failure 

to extend the operation of difference all the way down could prevent us from re

forming our private clubs, or from hearing the call of the other person who is 

not a good ‘haggler,’ or the person who does not even reach the bazaar in the 

first place.

For thinkers like Derrida and Levinas, a merely public incorporation of 

the marginalized would betray the very exteriority and singularity of the call

6 Rorty’s claim that a postmodern bourgeois liberal culture would contain, as one of its im
manent desires, a desire to include difference is his way of countering the criticism that his 
brand of ethnocentrism results in an inability to recognize the suffering and marginalized 
other. Just because such human goals are ungrounded and contingent, he says, does not 
make them any less worth fighting for. See “On Ethnocentrism: A Reply to Clifford Geertz” 
in ORT, 208.
7 See COP, 202: “What we hope for from social scientists is that they will act as inter
preters for those with whom we are not sure how to talk. This is the same thing we hope for 
from our poets and dramatists and novelists.” See also ORT, 206: “connoisseurs of diver
sity . . . insist that there are people out there whom society has failed to notice. They make 
these candidates for admission visible by showing how to explain their odd behaviour in 
terms of a coherent, if  unfamiliar, set of beliefs and desires. . . . ” On the same page, Rorty 
describes these “connoisseurs of diversity” as “agents of love” and juxtaposes them with 
“guardians of universality” whom he also describes as “agents of social justice.”
8 The ‘Bazaar’ and the ‘Gentlemen’s Club’ are metaphors that Rorty borrows from Clifford 
Geertz to connote, respectively, the public and private aspects of human activity. See ORT, 
203-210. This preliminary critical question should be considered in light of Rorty’s delimita
tion of the cultural role of the ‘Philosopher’ in PMN, 392: ‘To drop the notion of the philoso
pher as knowing something about knowing which nobody else knows so well would be to 
drop the notion that his voice always has an overriding claim on the attention of the other 
participants in the conversation.” Delimiting the cultural importance of philosophy, for 
Rorty, automatically lets in more voices, levels the playing field. Rorty will not promise, but 
he makes room for the possibility that philosophy understood as a contingent conversation 
could take a turn away from its obsession with universality toward the interruptive effects of 
singularity.
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they place on us. The question these philosophers would put to Rorty, I think, 

is whether or not Rorty believes that the liberal desire to include difference ex

tends all the way down from the public to the private.9 Rorty is very much 

aware of the fact tha t his theoretical separation of the private and the public 

creates problems concerning issues of inclusion and justice, and his complex 

and nuanced defense of his position takes such ethical objections into account. 

But is his defense adequate?

Two M otivations? R orty’s and D errida’s C ritiques of W estern Logo
centrism

Before exploring the criticisms of Rorty’s private-public split, I would 

first like to situate the argument in philosophical space by examining the intel

lectual terrain th a t Rorty shares with Derridean thought. Rorty includes 

Derrida among his many influences. Rorty thinks of Derrida as an ally of his 

own philosophical project, and also as one of that project’s heroes. According to 

Rorty, Derrida has helped demythologize philosophy by describing it as one 

kind of writing among many.10 As well, Derrida has criticized the philosophical 

idea of truth as adequation to, or representation of, the mind-independent ob

jects of human experience. Such a criticism of the Western conception of truth 

sits close to the heart of Rorty’s project in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature.

9 Nancy Fraser, in her essay “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique 
of Actually Existing Democracy” [in Barker et. al., eds., Postmodernism and the Re-Reading of 
Modernity, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992)], does an excellent job of argu
ing for the public, discursive recognition of minority concerns that have been banished to the 
private sphere. She argues for the nurturance of a public space in which marginalized 
“subaltern counterpublics” can find an authentic voice with which to question the dominant, 
often oppressive, public vocabulary. She also warns that the Western usage of the words 
‘private’ and ‘public’ is far from innocent. See 117: “In general, critical theory needs to take 
a harder, more critical look at the terms ‘private’ and ‘public’. These terms, after all, are not 
simply straightforward designations of societal spheres; they are cultural classifications and 
rhetorical labels. In political discourse, they are powerful terms that are frequently deployed 
to delegitimate some interests, views, and topics and to valorise others.” While Fraser here 
refers primarily to the critical theory of Jurgen Habermas, I think her warning applies 
equally well to Rorty, whose usage of these terms, while carrying its own complex nuance, at 
times seems rather uncritical.
10 See Rorty’s “Philosophy as a Kind of Writing: An Essay on Derrida” in COP, 90-109.
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For his part, Rorty looks forward to life in a ‘post-philosophical’ culture. 

In such a culture, people will no longer consider ‘tru th’ as the discovery of a di

rect relationship between our words and a world independent of those words. In 

such a culture, says Rorty, we will no longer search for tha t set of permanent, 

antecedent criteria tha t would secure a direct relationship between our words 

and the mind-independent objects those words are said to represent. In this 

culture, there will be no theoretical discipline to tell us when we are in touch 

with reality and when we are not. For this reason, we shall no longer consider 

that discipline as the one which undergirds all the others. Instead, says Rorty, 

we will happily play the many vocabularies around us one against the other, 

continually redescribing ourselves in the process. Rorty wonders whether the 

day will come when we will be able to “see ourselves as never encountering 

reality except under a chosen description."11

A salient yearning for something ‘after philosophy512 can also be found in 

the work of Jacques Derrida. Something like (but not entirely the same as) 

Rorty’s rejection of a correspondence theory of truth lies behind Derrida’s infa

mous claim that ”there is nothing outside of the text (there is no outside-text; il 

n’y a pas de hors-texte).”13 By this phrase, Derrida tells us tha t the indepen

dently real, as such, is inaccessible to us. He goes on to say the following:

[Tjhere has never been anything but writing; there have never 
been anything but supplements, substitutive significations which 
could only come forth in a chain of differential references, the 
“real” supervening, and being added only while taking on meaning 
from a trace and from an invocation of the supplement, etc. And 
thus to infinity, for we have read, in the text, tha t the absolute 
present, Nature, that which words like “real mother” name, have 
always already escaped, have never existed; th a t what opens

11 COP, xxxix.
12 See note 1, above.
13 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1974), 158.
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meaning and language is writing as the disappearance of natural 
presence.14

The antecedently real, says Derrida, has “never existed.” But if it never ex

isted, how could it have “always already escaped” or disappear? We should 

read Derrida here, not as giving up on the independence of the antecedently 

real, but rather as emphasizing its complete exteriority. The moment we the- 

matize it, it has already disappeared, for then it becomes interior to the theo

retical system.

An aporia emerges in Derrida’s desire to respect this exteriority tha t 

cannot be ‘said.’ Whatever we name by the word ‘real’ is already a thematiza

tion and not this independent exteriority. More so than Rorty, Derrida empha

sizes the fact that there is always a residue, or excess, to our thematizations; 

one that we must respect. For the moment, however, we may read Derrida 

with Rorty as affirming that we never encounter reality except under a chosen 

description.15

Far too often, we read thinkers like Rorty and Derrida as giving up on 

‘truth’ or the ‘world’ and affirming an arbitrary ‘anything goes’ attitude toward 

theory. Our realist intuitions run strong and deep. Yet both thinkers are out to 

do more than nihilistically trifle with our most cherished assumptions. Each 

has a vision of something ‘better,’16 a more edifying picture of human theoreti

cal activity than the one we now have. In order to appreciate their vision, we 

must drop our fear that either thinker gives up on the independence of reality.

14 Of Grammatology, 159.
15 As I will discuss later, however, Rorty and Derrida differ on the issue of subjective agency. 
Derrida questions our individual ability to individuate and benignly choose between the var
ious contexts, vocabularies or languages that we find about us. For Derrida, the self is more 
an effect of the differential play of language than a master of language. Our language games 
play us as much as we play them. This point is summarized by Rick Roderick in his essay 
“Reading Derrida Politically (Contra Borty),” (Praxis International 6, 1987), 444, and by 
John D. Caputo in his essay “On Not Circumventing the Quasi-Transcendental: The Case of 
Rorty and Derrida,” Working Through Derrida, ed. Gary Madison (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1992), 161 ff.
16 See COP, xxxviii.
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Neither thinker believes that we make the world by describing it, although both 

thinkers believe tha t it is fair to say that we do not have a world apart from 

our descriptions.17 This distinction is crucial. Both thinkers mean to assess 

the impact that the linguistic, historical, and cultural contingency of our vari

ous descriptions has on our understanding of the world.

In a helpful move, Drucilla Cornell has (for her purposes) renamed 

Derridean deconstruction as the “philosophy of the limit.”18 Such a description 

also fits Rorty. Both thinkers urge us to become vigilantly aware of the limits 

in which human thought always takes place. Rorty emphasizes the various 

contingencies that situate our thought in time and place, and the inaccessibil

ity of any neutral vantage point from which to judge among different perspec

tives. For his part, Derrida emphasizes the historico-cultural situatedness of 

the human subject within a chain of linguistic signifiers, and thereby hopes to 

expose the universalizing tendencies of philosophy to its limit, to have it open 

upon the singular other.

Such affinities notwithstanding, one finds certain exigencies in Rorty’s 

overall project tha t conflict with the underlying motivation behind Derrida’s 

demonstration of the deconstruction of Western logocentrism. While Rorty 

wants to expose the limits within which human thought proceeds, he is less 

concerned than is Derrida to show the deconstructive operation of an exterior, 

singular other upon any particular theoretical system. One of his major con

cerns is to protect, as far as possible, the liberal value of an individual’s free

dom to pursue private projects of self-making. Says Rorty: “J.S. Mill’s sug

17 See COP, 199.
18 See The Philosophy of the Limit, 1-12. In Against Ethics (Indiana: Indiana University 
Press, 1993), John Caputo warns that “‘Limit’ is a better word for Gadamer’s 
Heideggerianized version of Hegel than for Derrida.” See 264, n. 8. However, for the purpose 
of tracing a general philosophical space that both Rorty and Derrida share, pointing to the 
fact that both philosophers emphasize human finitude in contrast to the absolute claims 
made on behalf of a Universal Reason is not inappropriate.
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gestion that governments devote themselves to optimizing the balance be

tween leaving people’s private lives alone and preventing suffering seems to me 

pretty much the last word.”19 The question we must ask ourselves is whether 

or not Rorty considers preventing suffering as important a goal as leaving 

people’s private lives alone and which, if the two were to conflict, would assume 

priority. That is, does Rorty’s negative ethical injunction tha t we “prevent suf

fering” go far enough in the direction of promoting justice in an oppressively 

stratified world?

Rorty would probably say that the goals of protecting privacy and pre

venting suffering and cruelty are too different for us to make the question of 

priority a decidable one. Yet as Levinas convincingly argues, an ethical con

cern for the singular Other (autrui) interrupts my individual freedom and en

joyment, and calls my T into question:

The subject is “for itself”—it represents itself and knows itself as 
long as it is. But in knowing or representing itself it possesses it
self, dominates itself, extends its identity to what of itself comes 
to refute this identity. This imperialism of the same is the whole 
essence of freedom.. . .  But if freedom situates me effrontedly be
fore the non-me, before the Other it retreats. The relationship 
with the Other does not move (as does cognition) into enjoyment 
and possession, into freedom; the Other imposes himself as an 
exigency tha t dominates this freedom, and hence as more pri
mordial than everything that takes place in me.20

In this passage, Levinas extends the call of the Other all the way down to my 

private freedom. The Other interrupts the back-slapping enjoyment that we 

have in our private clubs. Would such an irruption of personal freedom, the re

treat of one’s “imperialism of the same,” sit well with Rorty?

One possible reading of Rorty is as follows: In order to protect individual 

freedom as far as possible, Rorty drives a deep wedge between the public and

19 CIS, 63. On the priority of private freedom (achieved through disenchantment with uni
versal religious or philosophical views) over those same universal views see ORT, 193-94.

Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, (Pittsburgh, Duquesne University Press, 
1969), 87. '



private aspects of human life. Public concerns for justice should intrude as lit

tle as possible into private pursuits. From a Levinasian or a Derridean stand

point, such a radical separation of the private and the public is dangerous. If 

we restrict the demands of justice to the public realm, we will betray the singu

larity of the ethical call tha t manifests itself in the ‘face to face.’ For these 

thinkers, ethics is as much a private affair as it is a public one. On this read

ing, Rorty’s liberal leanings sit in tension with Derrida’s and Levinas’ emphasis 

on the anteriority of the singular to the universal. Therefore, we should look 

more closely at the ethical consequences of Rorty’s private-public split.

Rorty’s Toolbox; Separating Private and Public Discourse

Many consider Rorty’s radical separation of the public and the private to 

be one of the most problematic aspects of his thought.21 How does such a 

radical thinker mean to get away with such a tired, old move? In answering 

such a question, we must not let our initial distaste for Rorty’s argument prej

udice our reading of him. It may just turn out that, because of the very radi

calness of his thought (and of its articulation in unsettling, ‘naughty5 

metaphors), we might have quite a different animal by the tail than the one we 

now think we have.

The first thing we must notice is that Rorty posits this private-public 

split because of what he sees as the prior failure of universalizing theoretical 

discourse to unite the two aspects of human life under the aegis of a common 

human nature, one mind-independent reality, original metaphysical language, 

or what have you:

Singular Interruptions 69

21 See, for instance, Nancy Fraser’s “Solidarity or Singularity? Richard Rorty Between 
Romanticism and Technocracy” and Thomas McCarthy’s Ideals and Illusions: On 
Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory, 23-26.
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Metaphysics hoped to bring together our private and our public 
lives by showing us that self-discovery and political utility could 
be united. It hoped to provide a final vocabulary which would not 
break apart into a private and a public portion. It hoped to be 
both beautiful on a small private scale and sublime on a large 
public one. Ironist theoiy ran its course in the attempt to achieve 
this same synthesis through narrative rather than system. But 
the attempt was hopeless.22

Notice that the failure of these very different attempts to unite the public and 

the private belongs to theory. For Rorty there is no theory, language, or vo

cabulary that can unite the public and the private. In theory, the split is total. 

The best we can hope for, Rorty says, is that we make many vocabularies of 

both kinds available for the various purposes to which we want them put.

The wedge, however, does not go all the way down. Following the pas

sage cited above, Rorty quickly points out that in his ironist culture “such op

posites can be combined in a life but not synchronized in a theory,” and that 

“ironists should reconcile themselves to a private-public split within their final 

vocabularies, to the fact that resolution of doubts about one’s final vocabulary 

has nothing in particular to do with attempts to save other people from pain 

and humiliation.”23 We must all, of course, reconcile the various conflicts that 

occur in life between private desires and shared, public interests. The two will 

not always coincide. Theory can provide strategies for coping with one or the 

other, but we have no grand theory or master language by means of which we 

may reconcile the two.

While Rorty does mark a stark division between two kinds of discourse, 

that does not mean he is unconcerned with matters of public justice. It is just 

that he sees such justice as having a better chance if we can pursue it merely 

because we value it, not because there is something transcendental and neces

22 CIS, 120.
23 CIS, 120, my emphasis.
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sary backing it. up. Since there is no meta-discipline or vocabulary to guaran

tee the advent of justice, we must proceed ad hoc and case by case.

Rorty’s account, then, is radically contextual. Yet he insists it is impor

tant that ‘liberal ironists’ look up from their private concerns and notice differ

ence: “[T]he liberal ironist needs as much imaginative acquaintance with al

ternative final vocabularies as possible, not just for her own edification, but in 

order to understand the actual and possible humiliation of the people who use 

these alternative final vocabularies.”24

Rorty sees literature playing a key role in helping us reconcile the pri

vate and the public, in helping us look up from our private concerns and notice 

others:

Within a liberal metaphysical culture the disciplines which were 
charged with penetrating behind the many private appearances 
to the one general common reality—theology, science, philoso
phy—were the ones which were expected to bind human beings 
together, and thus to help eliminate cruelty. Within an ironist 
culture, by contrast, it is the disciplines which specialize in thick 
description of the private and idiosyncratic which are assigned 
this job. In particular, novels and ethnographies which sensitize 
one to the pain of those who do not speak our language must do 
the job which demonstrations of a common human nature were 
once supposed to do. Solidarity has to be constructed out of little 
pieces, rather than found already waiting, in the form of an ur- 
language which all of us recognize when we hear it.25

While Rorty does not think there is anything, including literature, that can 

provide a metaphysical guarantee that we will all get it together and ‘do the 

right thing,’one reads here a certain gravity surrounding his thoughts on ethi

cal matters: The liberal ironist “needs” acquaintance with alternative final vo

cabularies, novels and ethnographies “must do the job” which were once ex

pected from demonstrations of a common human nature, and solidarity “has to

24 CIS, 92.
25 CIS, 94.
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be constructed” out of little pieces, etc.26 It seems for Rorty tha t the very fact 

that there is nothing ‘out there’ to guarantee the advent of justice increases 

both the fragility and the urgency of pursuing justice in the public square.

Rorty’s description of how literary texts, by providing thick descriptions 

of the particular, interrupt our activity and help us become attuned to suffer

ing is quite powerful. But, unfortunately, there is no guarantee that everyone 

is going to read Nabakov or Orwell (two of Rorty’s favourite examples), and 

learn the lessons embodied in their great stories.27 The fact that we have no 

such guarantee, however, is not something to be mourned. If we would realize 

this fact, Rorty seems to suggest, we might finally awaken from our 

metaphysical slumber and focus our cultural energy on solving the particular 

injustices of our own time and place.

So it is clear that, for Rorty, reconciling the liberal ironist’s private irony 

with public hope is an important cultural project. Different writers give us dif

ferent vocabularies to help us do this. One sort of writer helps us answer 

questions like ‘What shall I be?’; ‘What can I become?’; ‘What have I been?’ The 

other sort of writer helps answer the question ‘What sorts of things about what 

sorts of people do I need to notice?’ The person Rorty calls the ‘liberal ironist’ 

needs the empowerment that both sorts of vocabularies provide, but he adds 

an interesting clarification: “For a few such people—Christians (and others) 

for whom the search for private perfection coincides with the project of living 

for others—the two sorts of questions come together. For most such, they do

26 My emphases.
27 See CIS, 164, where Rorty offers the following reading of Nabakov’s Lolita: “But the moral 
is not to keep one’s hands off little girls but to notice what one is doing, and in particular to 
notice what people are saying. For it might turn out, it very often does turn out, that people 
are trying to tell you that they are suffering. Just insofar as one is preoccupied with building 
up to one’s private kind of sexual bliss, like Humbert, or one’s private aesthetic bliss, like 
the reader of Lolita who missed that sentence about the barber the first time around, people 
are likely to suffer still more.”
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not.”28 Rorty paints a somewhat tragic picture of an atheist society here, I 

think; a society whose individual members are so selfish in their private pur

suits that reconciling them with shared public concerns becomes the job of two 

different vocabularies. Surely, however, many atheists would be unhappy with 

this picture.

Notice that when Rorty is concerned to protect the private sphere, and 

maintain its distinction from the public, he suddenly drops the sense of gravity 

that pervades his earlier description of our urgent cultural need to pursue jus

tice and notice the suffering of others in its thick particularity. When he con

cerns himself specifically with protecting the private sphere, one gets the feel

ing that the terrain has shifted. His previous noble sentiment seems to evapo

rate. Given his distinction between the private and public, however, this is just 

what one would expect to happen. A public vocabulary concerned with justice 

is out of place when we are talking about our private desires. At an ethical 

level, however, this state of affairs does more to indict Rorty’s radical distinc

tion than it does to recommend it.

Rorty’s Scales: Balancing Private and Public Discourse

Hopefully, this exploration of Rorty’s peculiar way of distinguishing the 

private and the public has helped bring out its subtlety and nuance. His dis

tinction is much more than a utilitarian liberal move. Rorty prizes individual 

freedom so highly that at first one takes this to be the motive behind his mak

ing the split. But upon closer examination, it is not clear which side Rorty 

comes down on. In fact, he probably does not privilege either. His work con

tinuously mentions our need to step back from our private projects in order to

28 CIS, 143.
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listen for and notice the suffering and humiliation of others, suffering and 

humiliation that the preoccupation with our private lives abets.

Simply put, Rorty is trying to describe a kind of society where public and 

private pursuits no longer conflict, not because they find synthesis under a 

common metaphysical rubric, but simply because they can operate side by 

side, like two tools for different purposes.29 Rorty puts as much stock in what 

liberal democracies have been able to achieve for individual freedom as he does 

in how they have helped maximize human solidarity and minimize public cru

elty. It is by no means evident that he values one more highly than the other.

Above, I raised the criticism that Rorty splits the private and the public 

in order to salvage individual freedom as much as possible. He does want to 

preserve this freedom, it is true, but whether or not he values this freedom 

more than human solidarity, public justice, and the diminution of individual suf

fering is an open question. Lacking the critical resources to metaphysically 

guarantee the inevitability of his liberal utopia, Rorty can only fall back on the 

beliefs and desires that liberals have come to cherish. Individual autonomy is 

one of those, but it shares the floor with human solidarity and the diminution of 

marginalization and cruelty.

I have already emphasized, in Chapter 2, the extent to which Rorty 

cherishes whatever human solidarity one finds as a valuable, yet fragile, cul

tural construct; one with a ‘merely poetic’ foundation. I am concerned, how

ever, that, if we follow Rorty’s advice and radically distinguish our piivate pro

jects from our public ones, we will become so consumed with our private lives

29 See CIS, 67: “I want to replace [Habermasian universalism] with a story of increasing 
willingness to live with plurality and to stop asking for universal validity. I want to see 
freely arrived at agreement as agreement on how to accomplish common purposes (e.g., pre
diction and control of the behavior of atoms or people, equalizing life-chances, decreasing 
cruelty), but I want to see these common purposes against the background of an increasing 
sense of the radical diversity of private purposes, of the radically poetic character of individ
ual lives, and of the merely poetic foundations of the “we-eonsciousness” which lies behind 
our social institutions.”
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that we will fail to tend to the maintenance of the public solidarity that makes 

such private life possible. In the end, such neglect would destroy the flourishing 

of both private and public life. While I think it is clear that Rorty does not in

tend to prioritize the private at the expense of the public, his overweening con

cern to protect the private sphere harbours its own dangerous consequences. 

In times like ours, times in which the mechanisms of a global economy sustain 

an oppressive stratification between the rich North and the wretched South, 

we need a greater willingness to tear ourselves away from our private con

cerns, concerns that depend upon an uncritical acceptance of this state of af

fairs, than is present in the sort of willingness Rorty describes.30

Another concern I raised in the previous section is whether or not such a 

private-public split would enable us to reform our private projects once we 

opened them upon the exigencies of the singular and particular. I raise this 

question because, while Rorty does see the need for our ‘we’ to include more and 

more ‘theys’31, such inclusion might also be violent if it does not lead us to an 

auto-critique of what we understand by the word ‘we.’ ‘We’ might end up rob

bing the excluded of the last shred of dignity they have left by making them be

come one of us.

As far as I can tell, Rorty does not take this possibility seriously enough, 

although he would prize the excluded’s ‘privacy5 as individuals. There is textual 

evidence, however, tha t shows he is aware of the problem. Including the 

marginalized, he says, is a process tha t we should try to keep going: “We

30In Grounding Without Foundations, Guen-Hart summarizes Rorty’s failure here in the fol
lowing way: "the ‘bourgeois’ Rorty also tends to neutralize the ‘socialist’ Rorty; in the long 
run, this means that Rorty does not seem to be particularly interested in tackling the larger 
inequities posed by the forces of industrial and corporate capitalism, and therefore a bour
geois liberal rather than a true social democrat.”
31 See CIS, 192: “solidarity is not thought of as recognition of a core self, the human 
essence, in all human beings. Rather, it is thought of as the ability to see more and more 
traditional differences (of tribe, religion, race, customs, and the like) as unimportant when 
compared with similarities with respect to pain and humiliation—the ability to think of 
people wildly different from ourselves as included in the range of “us.’”
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should stay on the lookout for marginalized people—people whom we still in

stinctively think of as ‘they’ rather than ‘us.’ We should try to notice our simi

larities with them. The right way to construe the slogan is as urging us to cre

ate a more expansive sense of solidarity than we presently have.”32

It is the idea of our ability to create a more expansive sense of solidarity 

that shows tha t Rorty is aware tha t inclusion of the marginalized will also 

change how we think about ourselves. Rorty's ethical desire to include more 

and more ‘theys’ is not akin to a kind of cultural imperialism. What takes the 

‘curse’ off Rorty’s ethnocentrism, he explains, 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 ”33 It is an ethnocentrism that is suspicious 

of ethnocentrism. .

Unfortunately, however, Rorty concerns himself more with the inclu

sion, the accretion of more and more cultural perspectives, than with the self

reform that such an inclusion generates. He does not examine this call for self

reform, leaving it as a dangling by-product of his liberal anti-ethnocentric eth

nocentrism.34 This is the responsibility tha t is the by-product of Rorty’s lib

32 CIS, 196. While I here question whether or not Rorty’s kind of inclusion does justice to 
the other as other, I do not deny that Rorty’s idea of how inclusion occurs has its own merit. 
See Guen-Hart’s Grounding without Foundations, 92: “Although the growth and inclusive
ness prodded by contingent events may be sporadic and irregular, whatever growth occurs is 
far more likely to be authentic. And particularity gives us a moral vocabulary which is ‘far 
more finely textured, far more custom-tailored to our individual case,’ than the universalistic 
vocabulary which Rorty would like us to abandon.” Guen-Hart quotes from Rorty’s “The 
Contingency of Selfhood” in CIS, 32. See also 100, where Guen-Hart says: “Rather than 
thinking in terms of universal essences, which do not grab our imaginations or move us, we 
think in terms of individual persons who may come to look like ourselves and concern us in 
the same way.”
33 CIS, 198. I have emphasized ‘variegated’ to show how inclusion into the ethnos also 
changes the shape of the ethnos.
34 Again, this criticism loses much of its sting once one understands how thoroughly Rorty 
divests the ‘Philosopher’ of his juridical cultural role. An open, attentive society should be a 
liberal goal, Rorty says, but philosophical criticisms of the traditional metaphysical-cum- 
epistemological picture are only ‘nudges’ in the right direction. A critique of something as big 
as a culture’s final vocabulary is the task of many different participants in the conversation. 
And in such a debate, philosophers find themselves playing the role of reporter more often 
than they find themselves playing the role of judge. See “Putnam and the Relativist 
Menace,” 457. It is simply not philosophy’s job to let people into the conversation (thank
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eral-romantic dream. And I am afraid that too often the dream holds sway- 

over the responsibility. But what if the responsibility is anterior to the dream? 

Then we would need to examine whether or not Rorty’s desire for inclusion 

threatens the pre-existence of authentic difference.

There is no question that Rorty’s ethical concern for the excluded is 

deeply felt. But he does give such concern quite a different spin than do the de

constructionists who trace such concern back to Levinas. One might say that 

for them, inclusion of the marginalized results as a by-product of self-reform, 

rather than the other way around. Ongoing self-reform is called for because 

the cry of the Other can be heard within the fissures and openings that this 

singular Other creates in any ‘totality5 that is presumed closed. That is, the 

inclusion of the marginalized other can and should occur because the ethnos 

(and its public sphere) is already fractured.

I think Rorty misses the ethical pulse of Derrida’s thought because he 

reads Derrida as a purely private writer (one who helps us with our private 

projects of self-redescription). Such a reading is curious35, for, as Simon 

Critchley points out, “insofar as deconstruction is ethical—that is, in so far as 

it is a certain opening on to the Other—Derrida’s work has an irreducibly public 

function by Rorty’s own definition.”36

I now wish, then, to turn this examination over to deconstructive philos

ophy. If such philosophy is meant, even in part, to be the sort of discourse that

God), or to adjudicate what legitimate conversation partners will look like. It is therefore 
difficult to force Rorty, a philosopher, into such a position.
35 I say ‘curious’ because deconstruction’s ethical side has undeniable public consequences 
Rorty reads Derrida as a “private’ thinker mainly in reaction to such philosophers as 
Rodolphe Gasche and Christopher Norris, whom Rorty feels overemphasize the extent to 
which Derrida can be read as a systematic philosopher concerned with traditional philosoph
ical problems. See Rorty’s essay “Is Derrida a Transcendental Philosopher?” in EHO. The 
question remains whether or not Rorty overdetermines Derrida the other way, given 
Derrida’s concern in the last decade to assess deconstruction’s impact on social justice is
sues.
36 The Ethics of Deconstruction, 242, n. 21.
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Rorty describes as public, then perhaps deconstructive philosophy can help us 

find a way out of some of the ambivalences that emerge from Rorty’s private- 

public split.

Beeonstractioii as Public Philosophy, as Justice

Many thinkers are just recently coming to grips with the ethical impli

cations of deconstruction and the debt that Derrida owes to Levinas. In the 

context of this discussion, as Critchley points out, ethical concerns receive a 

different spin than Rorty gives them. Deconstruction seeks to demonstrate 

the openness, the ruptures and the fissures, that any presumed closed totality 

(text, society, institution) has with respect to the Other. Deconstruction also 

seeks to base an ethics on this confrontation of the totality with its Other: 

“The basis of ethics is not identification with those whom we recognize as like 

ourselves, instead the ethical relation inheres in the encounter with the Other, 

the stranger, whose face beckons us to heed the call to responsibility.”37

Rorty’s ethics, on the other hand, seems to be based on ju st such a 

recognition. We have to make the face of the stranger look like one of us. One 

must bear in mind, however, that, at an ethical level, Rorty’s definition o f‘one 

of us’ is as thin as possible. That is, the other need not throw off all her differ

ence in order for ‘one of us’ to welcome her. Rather, urges Rorty, it is incum

bent upon us to see her difference from us as not mattering so much as her 

similarity with us—her ability to experience pain and humiliation. Rorty uses 

quite peculiar language here to make a very Levinasian point: The other is ‘one 

of us’ because she is human too. She, like us, has a face.

It is still true to say, however, that for Rorty the very strangeness of the 

stranger is not enough to elicit our responsibility; we must first shepherd that

37 The Philosophy of the Limit, 66.
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stranger into the ligh t38 To his credit, Rorty does stress the cultural impor

tance of keeping a team o f‘connoisseurs of diversity5 on hand to draw our at

tention to the suffering of others when it occurs. But surely our connoisseurs 

of diversity do more than point out the suffering of others, suffering that Rorty 

himself says is so obvious that it needs no pointing out. Surely such connois

seurs also bring to light the complicity of our Western modes of living with the 

cause of the oppressed’s suffering and marginalization. The suffering other 

may not need a light shed on her. She sheds her own light on our darkness.

Cornell describes Levinas’ face-to-face relation with the Other as the 

subject’s experience of “the resistance to encapsulation” of the beyond. It is 

the very resistance of the Other to inclusion or encapsulation that calls for our 

ethical response. The singular exteriority of the Other irrupts, not just my ‘I,’ 

but also our‘we.’ “The beyond . . .  is within totality as its very disruption, but 

not just its negation.”39 For public deconstructionists like Cornell, such a dis

ruption places ethical demands on us. Our totalities are always already dis

rupted. The Other always already calls.

To reiterate: Derrida shows how our texts and theories deconstruct 

themselves by pointing to something outside of our thematizations, something 

that we neglect at our own peril. Derrida himself describes this moment of 

nonclosure as harbouring an “unconditional appeal.”40 I t may be that Rorty’s 

refusal to admit the operation of anything non-immanent makes him suspi

cious of this ‘Kantian’ side of Derrida. But Derrida does not go Kantian all the 

way:

3S See ORT, 206: “the guardians of universality make sure that once these people are ad
mitted as citizens, once they have been shepherded into the light by the connoisseurs of di
versity, they are treated just like all the rest of us.”
39 The Philosophy of the Limit, 66.
40 See Derrida’s “Afterword” to Limited Inc. (Chicago, University of Cliicago Press, 1987).
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[W]hat remains is to articulate this unconditionality with the de
terminate . . . conditions of this or that context; and this is the 
moment of strategies, of rhetorics, of ethics, and of politics. The 
structure thus described supposes both tha t there are only con
texts, that nothing exists outside context . . . but also tha t the 
limit of the frame or the border of the context always entails a 
clause of nonclosure. The outside penetrates and thus determines 
the inside.41

Here Derrida skates between a Kantian transcendentalism and a strict 

Rortian empiricism. As John Caputo makes clear, the “unconditional appeal” 

in Derrida issues from the ineffability of the singular, not from the universaliz- 

ability of pure reason. The appeal is “full of pathos and very empirical.”42

Rorty, however, would have a problem with something being both empir

ical and ineffable at the same time. He would most probably consider such 

talk about deconstruction’s ‘openness upon the Other’ as ju st one more vain 

attempt to ‘eff the ineffable,’ one more vain attempt to provide some transcen

dental or metaphysical guarantee that we humans will act ethically and re

sponsibly. There is something to be said for Rorty’s argument here. Is the 

strangeness of the stranger enough to elicit a response? Is it not just so much 

nonsense to say that the Other always already calls? In our day to day deal

ings with others, do we not first need to make such a call intelligible by building 

a framework in which such a call can put on a recognizable voice?

Derrida, for his part, is also aware that the universal is necessarily im

plicated in the singular in order to make the call of the Other intelligible:

The third party is always witness for a law th a t comes along to 
interrupt the vertigo of singularity.. . .  Does not my relation to 
the singularity of the Other as Other pass through the law? Does 
not the law command me to recognize the transcendent alterity of 
the Other who can only ever be heterogeneous and singular*, hence 
resistant to the very generality of the law? But this co-implica-

41 Limited Inc., 152-53
42 John Caputo, Demythologizing Heidegger (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993),
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tion, far from dissolving the antagonism and breaking through the
aporia, aggravates them instead... ,43

Like Rorty, Derrida sees our need to “interrupt the vertigo of singularity,” and 

make the Other’s call intelligible through such universal discourses as jurispru

dence. But Derrida differs from Rorty in that, in this process, he sees a certain 

aporetic betrayal of the singularity and exteriority of the Other as Other. All 

this talk of‘aporia’ and ‘betrayal’ would mystify Rorty, I suspect.

Rorty simply wants us to work outward from the social networks that 

help constitute who we are. Such networks, he says, include the beliefs that 

suffering does not belong and that cruelty is the worst thing we do. He thinks 

that decreasing such suffering is an important and crucial activity, but he 

wants us to pursue such activity of our own will, he wants us to make the 

diminution of cruelty our own desire. He is not hopeful for the prospects of a 

justice that depends upon some transcendental ‘Other’ commanding us to re

spond.

So we can, I think, see Rorty’s point. But do we need to concede it? I 

must admit that I find the idea of an ‘Other’ that perdures beyond all attempts 

at totalization, closure, dialectical synthesis, or what have you, quite attrac

tive. This idea goes far to explain why the liberal culture that Rorty so cher

ishes has as one of its most important desires the diminution of cruelty. But is 

the idea of a perduring, transcendent Other merely a ladder tha t one may 

throw away once one has attained the heights tha t Rorty has? Can a 

“freeloading atheist”44 like himself invoke such a particularly Judeo-Christian 

notion of justice, without assuming all the transcendental baggage that goes 

along with it?

43 “The Politics of Friendship,” 641.
44 See ORT, 202: “For it is part of the tradition of our [liberal] community that the human 
stranger from whom all dignity has been stripped is to be taken in, to be reclothed with dig
nity. This Jewish and Christian element in our tradition is gratefully invoked by freeloading 
atheists like m yself. . . .”
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I do not know th a t there are simple answers to such questions. 

Minimally, however, I am willing to say with John Caputo tha t “obligation 

happens.” Caputo is right to say that “the ethical does not wait and does not 

need to have a space prepared for it.”45 He goes on to say that

[t]he being obliged does not depend on the principle. The principle 
is a distillation, after the fact, of the being obliged. We do not 
judge the singular in virtue of the principle, but we draft the prin
ciple after the fact by excavating the singularity and erecting a 
relatively hollow schema—or “principle”—whose cash value is 
solely the singularities on which it is drawn.46

Here, Caputo emphasizes tha t the laws we draft, the societies th a t we con

struct, all the things we do that Rorty’s public discourse is designed to help us 

engineer, is a distillation from the fact that “obligation happens.”

Still, these public principles are all drawn upon an anterior singularity 

that calls. But this state of affairs itself provides no principle. Here we may 

read the public deconstructionists like Caputo and Cornell with Rorty. The call 

itself is abyssal, without ground.47 We are seized from without (why). The 

command, says Caputo, “remains wholly on the level of an imperative coming 

to us from the singular experience and on my telling it lacks any deeper 

grounding.”48

Rorty would probably ask, What more grounding do we need? For Rorty, 

we are surely lost if just turning our faces toward the oppressed is not enough 

to stir our compassion. Borrowing Orwell’s term ‘generous anger,’ Rorty tells 

us that “the generosity of Dickens’s, Stowe’s, and King’s anger comes out in 

their assumption that people merely need to turn their eyes toward people who 

are getting hurt, notice the details of the pain being suffered, rather than

45 Demythologizing Heidegger, 198.
46 John Caputo, Against Ethics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), 37.
47 See ORT, 33, where Rorty says that we should “substitute a ‘merely’ ethical foundation 
for our sense of community—or, better, that we think of our sense of community as having no 
foundation except shared hope and the trust created by such sharing . . .” My emphasis.
48 Against Ethics, 37.
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needing to have their cognitive apparatus restructured.”49 Rorty also claims 

(again putting his sentiment in the mouth of another) tha t he neither knows 

nor cares whether our ability to feel compassion is inherent in human nature, 

or merely a contingent historical development. Such a question, for him, is 

“without interest or point.”50

But one cannot help asking whether or not Rorty is in good faith here, or 

whether he is setting up a false dichotomy. For Rorty our choices are: 1) ac

cept the contingency of our society and our selves, realize that there is nothing 

deep down within us to be true to, and therefore be happy that liberal societies 

cherish justice and be confident that everything will come out in the wash; or 2) 

continue to pursue the metaphysical realist’s dream of finding something onto

logically permanent deep within us and others tha t commands us to treat 

people justly. Are these our only two choices? Is there no site from which one 

might criticize a liberal notion of society and self that is not already occupied 

by Rorty’s metaphysical realist?51

I take this dilemma to be Rorty’s particular form of religious zeal for his 

own, avowedly-liberal, cultural commitment. ‘If you are not for me, you are 

against me,’ Rorty seems to be saying. So if we do not like Rorty’s particular 

commitment we may either get all metaphysically hot and bothered, or we can 

simply say, ‘I don’t share your liberal faith.’ Since I think the world has had its 

fill of hot and bothered metaphysicians, I am tempted to say the latter. But in 

fairness to Rorty, we should hear the rest of his sermon.

49 EHO, 80.
50 EHO, 78, n. 22.
51 Rebecca Comay makes a similar criticism in “Interrupting the Conversation: Notes on 
Rorty,” 124. Here she refers to Rorty’s imposed dichotomy as a kind of “gentle blackmail.” 
See also Vaden House, Without God or His Doubles, 140-41.
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Rorty’s Challenge: Empowerment and Agency amidst the Call of the 
Other

We now have the nuances of Rorty’s private-public division in view, as 

well as some warnings concerning the possible consequences of tha t view from 

the camp of Derridean deconstruction. To summarize, both Rorty and Derrida 

are concerned to hear, include, and do justice to the marginalized other. As 

well, both thinkers are acutely aware of the limited role tha t critical theory 

plays in this practical process. There are, however, important differences in 

their positions.

For Derrida, the totalizing tendencies of human reason betray the singu

larity of the other, but that singularity perdures and operates deconstructively 

on the margins of theory. Deconstruction thus seeks to make theory sensitive, 

pliable, and open to this disruptive singularity.

In an interview with Richard Kearney, Derrida confirms many of our 

suspicions regarding deconstruction. For him, deconstruction presupposes the 

affirmation of a call, an ethical call that issues from a singular alterity:

Deconstruction always presupposes affirmation, as I have fre
quently attem pted to point out, sometimes employing a 
Nietzschean terminology. I do not mean that the deconstructing 
subject or self affirms. I mean that deconstruction is, in itself, a 
positive response to an alterity which necessarily calls, summons 
or motivates it. Deconstruction is therefore vocation—a response 
to a call. The other, as the other than self, the other tha t opposes 
self-identity, is not something that can be detected and disclosed 
within a philosophical space and with the aid of a philosophical 
lamp. The other precedes philosophy and necessarily invokes and 
provokes the subject before any genuine questioning can begin. It 
is in this rapport with the other tha t affirmation expresses it- 
self.52

Here Derrida describes an ethical rapport that is prior to philosophy; one that 

cannot be disclosed in philosophical space, and to which philosophy must be re

52 Richard Kearney, Dialogues with Contemporary Continental Thinkers: The Phenomenolog- 
icalHeritage, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), 118.
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sponsible.53 Derrida has placed the ethical rapport with the other outside of 

theory, while at the same time striving to make theory sensitive to the uncon- 

tainability of this prior ethical rapport.

We must be careful to notice in the above passage, however, that 

Derrida is careful to delimit the agency that the self has in this ethical rapport. 

The deconstructing subject itself does not affirm, he says, while deconstruction 

itself mysteriously constitutes a positive response to the call of the other. 

Here we catch a glimpse of a major difference between Rorty and Derrida, I 

think. Rorty has a stronger sense of the self as agent than does Derrida. 

Many read Rorty to say that we can pick and choose between various vocabu

laries for different purposes. For Derrida, on the other hand, it is more true to 

say that we are at the mercy of the differential play of language, than it is to 

say that language is at our disposal.

Rorty also wants to describe the limits of our ability to manipulate the

ory, however, but in a more pragmatic way. It is true tha t he often describes 

theory as a kind of tool.54 For Rorty, we develop and use languages and vo

cabularies as tools. The way in which such vocabularies evolve depends on the 

uses to which we need them put; needs which are themselves historically con

tingent. Rorty appears to be painting a picture of a strong autonomous agent, 

but we must remember that the metaphor of tool is, primarily, Rorty’s reac

tion to the Enlightenment’s pretending to have discovered the Tool to end all 

tools. From a pragmatic point of view, the idea of a tool that could perform any 

existing or yet-to-be-anticipated task is silly. Seen from this angle, Rorty’s tool

53 Rorty offers a similar understanding in ORT, 33.
54 Rorty is aware of the limitations of this metaphor. See COP, xix: “The Deweyan notion 
of language as tool rather than picture is right as far as it goes. But we must be careful not 
to phrase this analogy so as to suggest that one can separate the tool, Language, from its 
users and inquire as to its ‘adequacy’ to achieve our purposes. The latter suggestion pre
supposes that there is some way of breaking out of language in order to compare it with 
something else. But there is no way to think about either the world or our purposes except 
by using a language.” See also COP, 100.
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metaphor may also be read as a delimitation of the totalizing pretensions of 

human theorizing.

The tool metaphor does, however, make switching vocabularies sound as 

easy as putting down the hammer once the chair is built and picking up the 

paintbrush once we decide on a colour. The kind of agency tha t Rorty here as

cribes to the individual sits in tension with his description of the self as “a cen- 

terless web of beliefs and desires,” and the human as an animal that is social

ization all the way down.55 This is not a damning tension, however, as I hope to 

show.

Rorty has often been criticized for retaining a strong sense of private 

liberal autonomy. One easily understands such criticism given the extent to 

which such an image has desensitized liberal societies to marginalization, cru

elty, difference, and exclusion. The autonomous Enlightenment subject was 

not a generic human, but a wealthy, white, European man. Anything else was, 

implicitly or explicitly, considered less than human.56 But Rorty challenges us 

to think of autonomy and agency without insisting that such traits inhere in a 

particular kind of pre-defined subject. He may want to empower those once re

garded as less-than-human.

Once we understand Rorty’s desire to empower the society in which he 

lives, we may read the tool metaphor differently than it is often read. The 

metaphor has its positive connotations. It evokes the idea of creativity and

55 See CIS, chapter 2, “The Contingency of the Self,” 23 ff.
56 Obviously, postmodernist philosophers of Rorty and Derrida’s ilk have feminist criticism 
to thank for such observations. I think that one of the most exciting areas of theory today is 
this crossing of feminism and postmodernism. I also think that feminist theory, by nailing 
attention to a sort of oppression that cuts across cultural boundaries, may hold a key to un
derstanding how criticism can be global (or non-local) without going metaphysical. See 
Feminism /Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 1990) Linda J. Nicholson, ed. For particu
larly trenchant demonstrations of the androcentric biases of the presumedly neutral philo
sophical tradition, see Andrea Nye’s Words of Power: A Feminist Reading of the History of 
Logic (New York: Routledge, 1990) and Lorraine Code’s What Can She Know? Feminist 
Theory and the Construction of Knowledge (Ithaca: Cornell, 1991).
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cooperation. It also suggests that we have a difficult task before us, tha t we 

still need to figure out which tools are the best for which job by actually using 

them. Rorty is an impatient fellow and he wants us to get to work. He retains 

that delicious, experimentalist ‘get up and go’ spirit of American pragmatism. 

The result is tha t his philosophy contains a certain gumption tha t is hard to 

come by on the continent.

We can read Rorty’s talk of vocabularies as tools, then, otherwise than 

as a continuation of the violent tendencies of the Enlightenment. By describing 

vocabularies as tools, and emphasizing the human ability to use them for vari

ous purposes, Rorty should not be read as describing what is factually the case 

for individual members of liberal societies, or any other society for that matter. 

We should read him, instead, as proffering an empowering metaphor. Given 

Rorty’s talk of the contingency of the self, I think it is disingenuous to claim 

that, despite such talk, Rorty nonetheless exalts the freedom of the au

tonomous subject to interpret any way he or she would like,57 or tha t Rorty 

here resurrects a tired, old piece of seventeenth century metaphysics.58

One should, instead, read Rorty as a preacher challenging his congrega

tion. I once heard a sermon in which a preacher advised that, to experience the 

blessings of the spirit, one had to go up to the fountain and drink. Rorty can be 

read as offering similar advice. If we do not like the direction of the conversa

tion, he urges us to change the subject. If we come to find another task more 

important, he urges us to invent different tools. The only way we can make 

use of something, says Rorty, is to try it on and see if it fits. But for goodness 

sake, let’s get going!59

57 See Rick Roderick’s “Reading Derrida Politically (Contra Rorty),” 449.
58 See ORT, 33, n. 16, where Rorty agrees with Hans Blumenberg that “the “historicist criti
cism of the optimism of the Enlightenment, criticism which began with the .Romantics’ turn 
back to the Middle Ages, undermines self-foundation but not self-assertion.” See also EHO, 
172.
59 On Rorty’s impatience see “Putnam and the Relativist Menace,” 447, n. 8.
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Rorty does seem to evoke a certain facileness here, it is true. And at 

times the voice of the other gets drowned out amidst his own talk of tools and 

social engineering. Still, Rorty would seem to recognize the usefulness of de

constructionists, among others, because they help us (including Rorty) notice 

the possible suffering of the singular other. While Rorty is hopeful, nowhere 

does he suggest that the task before us is an easy one. The task of building a 

just society tha t maximizes freedom and minimizes suffering will take many 

different kinds of people, with many different motivations and talents, working 

together. Rorty does not want us to neglect the profound effect tha t a commu

nal redescription can have on this process, but neither does he say tha t such 

redescription is an easy purchase.60

If we understand Rorty in this way, as a proselytizer for a liberal cul

tural ethos, then I think we may forgive Rorty for not ‘getting Derrida right.’ 

He perhaps overdetermines that side of Derrida which he finds useful for his 

purposes. In doing so, he may neglect the extent to which Derrida himself 

wishes to be both an ‘agent of love’ and an ‘agent of justice’ and not just a ‘work 

of art.’ But in the end, we cannot fail to notice how Rorty and Derrida come to 

the same point from different angles. When it comes down to ethical matters, 

Rorty shows the same deep concern as Derrida. Both thinkers also emphasize 

that our theoretical abilities reach their outer limit in our ethical rapport with

60 I offer this reading of Rorty s talk of autonomy and agency as an alternative to that of
fered by John D. Caputo in his essay “On not Circumventing the Quasi-Transcendental: 
The case of Rorty and Derrida.” But I cannot stress strongly enough how valid, important, 
and insightful Caputo’s reading is, and the crucial role it plays in correcting the potentially 
dangerous excesses of my reading. I refer the reader specifically to 164-65, where Caputo 
lowers the canon on liberal autonomy and begins firing: “[Rorty] would do much better to 
drop the idea of autonomy, to celebrate more forthrightly the plurality of possible non- 
Westem and non-European language games, to suspect more deeply the vested interests 
which have their way in the Great American Way, to analyze more carefully the sociopolitical 
factors which are deeply embedded within any socialization process and which make chang
ing vocabularies harder than it looks. He needs to give more play to the notion of an other 
whom we cannot bring into our conversation, who doesn’t belong to NATO, and who cannot 
keep up with the fast clip of Rorty’s highly sophisticated Euro-American conversation.”
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the singular other. The real question is whether or not we share Rorty’s san

guinity concerning the relationship between liberal democracies and the world’s 

suffering multitudes.

Tuned In, Yet Turned Off

Perhaps then, we may read Rorty and Derrida as correcting and balanc

ing each other. In a pluralistic world that lacks necessary, transcendental 

guidance, we need the empowerment that Rorty’s talk of agency and the ability 

to experiment both give us. His writing also lends a certain urgency and impe

tus to the task before us. Deconstruction, on the other hand, balances such 

fervour by urging us to be open and cautious, to respect the demands of the 

excluded singularities that call from the margins of our system-building activ

ity.

Deconstruction has done much to make us well aware of the risk (or, as 

Kierkegaard would say, the madness) inherent in any decision.61 Rorty 

(madly?) urges us to take that risk. Rorty asks us to risk the dream of a liberal 

utopia. While his words are tempting, we have more than ample reason for 

skepticism. This is because Rorty’s desire to shelter his private bliss inadver

tantly leads him to deflect attention away from the ways in which Western 

democracies have contributed to the world’s misery, from global pollution and 

the international debt crisis to worker alienation and selfish consumerism.

Our times call for a more robust ethics than merely the contingent de

sire to alleviate suffering when it is brought to our attention. It is ironic that, 

for all the connoisseurs of diversity that we liberal societies keep stocked in our 

universities, we still remain so profoundly deaf--tuned in, yet turned off. While

61In the epigraph to his paper “Cogito and the History of Madness,” Derrida cites 
Kierkegaard’s claim that “the instant of decision is madness.” See Writing and Difference 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 31. For a discussion of this phrase as an apt 
description of “the deconstructive dilemma,” see Critchley’s The Ethics of Deconstruction, 200.
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I by no means wish to impugn Rorty’s authentic, heartfelt, ethical concern, I 

must conclude that I do not share his sanguine liberal faith.



Conclusion

Interesting philosophy is rarely an examination of the pros and com 
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.1

A Heramemeiitics of Suspicion in  a Post-Philosophical Culture

I think that Rorty’s picture of philosophy as a contest between final vo

cabularies, rather than as an argumentative discipline following pre-defined 

criteria, gives us a more accurate picture of what takes place in this discipline 

than the picture the tradition would have us accept. Rorty’s notion of a final 

vocabulary makes some real gains for philosophy because it puts the various 

cultural conflicts that exist between different visions and commitments in an 

appropriately deep perspective. It also helps explain the highly charged emo

tional atmosphere in which debates like the one between modernism and 

postmodernism take place.

ln  this thesis, I have attempted to show that the only way in which to 

read Rorty is to listen to the story that he is telling, rather than by attempting 

to discern logically the (faulty or correct) premises he uses to support Ms con

clusions. While Rorty’s thought is by no means ‘irrational,’ understood as in

1 CIS, 9.
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sane or nonsensical, neither does it bow down before the throne of Reason. 

This de-emphasizing of reason and logical order, in my opinion, also represents 

a real gain for philosophy. It restores the original difficulty to the theoretical 

project. Rorty is right to say that philosophy understood as hermeneutics in

stead of epistemology is a better discipline within which to try to understand 

each other. Understanding Rorty’s story, then, necessitates a hermeneutic 

desire to see the moral he wishes to draw. We need new ears to hear Rorty’s 

story.

Rorty has thus highlighted the moral difficulty surrounding the cultural 

tasks of listening and understanding. This heightened sensitivity is also a gain 

for a discipline that thinks that all narratives, in order to be rational and thus 

heard, must answer to the rules of one over-arching vocabulary. As Rorty 

shows, such foundationalism betrays the difficulty of life. Instead, he bravely 

insists that we face up to the vagaries of time and chance, and to the contin

gency of our historical, cultural, and linguistic situation. There Is no higher 

court of appeal tha t will make our tough moral decisions for us. We must 

make them ourselves and live with the consequences.

Recognizing this contingency does not mean, of course, that undesirable 

consequences cannot lead us to reform our current practices. Rorty, in his 

pragmatic moments, argues that undesirable consequences are the real impe

tus for cultural change. Appeals to deep, permanent metaphysical constructs 

are just compliments we pay to ourselves after we have undertaken the prac

tice of reforming these undesirable results.

I think Rorty has gone a long way in disabusing us of crusty, old meta

physical dogmas. He has conscientiously pointed out tha t such crusty dog

mas, rather than guaranteeing justice and solidarity, instead usually serve as 

a roadblock to the achievement of these things. Such dogma has only man
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aged to marginalize and de-humanize those who do not share the Western 

Enlightenment worldview.

I find it ironic, however, that, given such a trenchant critique of the 

tradition, Rorty still maintains that liberal democracies are the best examples 

of societies th a t the human race has yet constructed, his liberal ‘irony’ 

notwithstanding. In fact, his passionate defense of liberal societies overpowers 

any irony he might have toward that commitment. While I do not deny that I 

have fared quite well by a liberal society, such an easy affirmation tends to 

lead to a dangerously apathetic sense of comfort and complacency. Rorty’s 

laissez-faire approach to political change, while probably just meant to irk the 

radical left he so often criticizes, does nothing to hinder such a perception.

Yet, Rorty’s work is full of beautiful, moving, lyrical homages to the op

pressed of this world. I can therefore only come to the conclusion that, despite 

the mood of complacency that much of Rorty’s work inspires, the man himself 

is very concerned with issues of social justice and cultural criticism. Rorty is 

fully aware of the damage wrought by the universalizing and marginalizing 

tendencies of centuries of Western thought. His work has made mighty efforts 

to slay that dragon.

But in the major war against the big enemy, Rorty’s work tends to 

drown out the voices of the ‘little’ victims. No doubt this effect runs counter to 

his intentions. Nonetheless, his insistence that criticism can only be local, 

piecemeal and ad hoc, threatens to close us down into a pernicious form of eth

nocentrism, as opposed to the healthy one that he describes.2

2 The reaction to Rorty’s “From Logic to Language to Play” (in Proceedings and Addresses of 
the American Philosophical Association, 59, 5, June 1986, 747-753) at the Eleventh Inter- 
American Congress of Philosophy in Guadalajara, Mexico seem to support this criticism. At 
this congress, Latin American philosophers criticized the extent to which the global philo
sophical agenda was still being set by European cultural concerns. This was true even of a 
‘postmodern’ thinker like Rorty, they said. These critics, however, were probably in no mood 
to hear the subtleties of Rorty’s position, subtleties I have struggled to bring out in the pre
ceding chapter. Still, Rortys defense of his paper did nothing to mitigate the criticisms that
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Finally, I suppose I am saying that Rorty’s optimism has not rubbed off 

on me. When I see the ache that pulsates throughout the heart of the world, I 

am not confident that a healthy ethnocentric suspicion of ethnocentrism can 

engender in us the selflessness we require in order to reach out to others. While 

Rorty is right to say th a t criticism may no longer be universal or 

metaphysical, that should not mean that the only other option for criticism 

should be such a radically localized one. Does not criticism so quiet and 

immanent silence the voice of others just as much as the deafening shouts of 

the metaphysical tradition?

Simply put, I think Rorty could use a more healthy suspicion of his own 

language-game. I may illustrate this with an example. If we look at the con

servative, fundamental form of Christianity tha t is very popular in North 

America today, we see a vestige of a waning worldview that pretended to wield 

ultimate, cultural hegemony. Many Christians, however,, do not share this 

fundamentalist viewpoint. For such people, of whom I consider myself one, the 

history of Christianity was and is too stained with blood for it to make any ul

timate claim to a ‘God’s Eye View.’ Many Christians have managed to dis

abuse themselves of such fundamentalism, while still identifying themselves 

as Christians. Many Christians have succeeded in becoming suspicious, for 

ethical reasons, of the very language-game they in fact play.

I am not faulting 'Rorty for his ‘religious’3 commitment to the enlighten

ment liberal project. I would, however, encourage him to disabuse himself of 

his complacent optimism toward his own commitment. Much like the way 

that the crusades and the holocaust have ‘succeeded’ in so disabusing many

were leveled against him, and this suggests to me that perhaps, despite himself, he was not 
as ready to hear the voice of others as he had claimed to be.
3 See ORT, 182: “Both ‘religion’ and ‘philosophy are vague umbrella terms, and both are 
subject to persuasive redefinition. When these terms are broadly enough defined, everybody, 
even atheists, will be said to have a religious faith (in the Tillichian sense of a ‘symbol of ul
timate concern’). . . . ”
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Christians as Christians, I would ask Rorty to recognize the complicity of capi

talist, liberal democracies in the suffering experienced by (for example) people 

in third-world countries with unmanageable debt loads. My feeling is that, un

like Christianity, (Bourgeois) Liberalism is too young to recognize the blood on 

its hands. Hopefully, however, it won’t  take the liberals as long as the 

Christians to become aware of their complicity in the suffering of others.

In the end, however, none of these concerns can take away from the fact 

that Rorty’s thought is a rich, critical resource for people in the West who de

sire to explore and criticize their own tradition. Thanks to thinkers like Rorty, 

the conversation continues.
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