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Singular Interruptions

Ronald A. Kuipers



Introduction: Cultural Criticism in a Post-Philosophical Age

As globe-shrinking technological developments continue at a rapid pace, Western 

people have become increasingly aware of the many diverse and incommensurate 

perspectives that exist both inside and outside the confines of Western culture. This acute 

awareness of cultural plurality in the West also happens to coincide with a growing loss of 

faith in the promises of the Enlightenment. Many of us now 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 perspectives that exist in the world today. The 

loss of such a guiding meta-narrative has left only a multiplicity of narratives in its wake, 

and no overarching method by which we may assess the legitimacy of these narratives with 

any absolute intellectual certainty.

Many thinkers consider such uncertainty as symptomatic of an unfortunate 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 incredulity toward meta-narratives 

(joined with an awareness of cultural plurality) 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 latter 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 logocentrism. 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.”1

1 On the idea of a “post-philosophical culture,” see Richard Rorty’s Consequences of Pragmatism (New 
York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1982), pp. xxxvii-xliv, hereafter cited as COP. I should also warn the reader 
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 Cowardand 
Toby Foshay eds., (Albany: SUNY Press, 1992). Also, see Rorty’s essay “Putnam and the Relativist 
Menace” (Journal of Philosophy, XC, 9, September 1993), pp. 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..! 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 concluding
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Rorty is perhaps too hopeful about the potential of a culture that would no longer 

feel the need for any sort of necessary, transcendental guidance. We see this sanguinity 

emerge when Rorty 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, 

argumentative language, and concerns itself with matters of social justice and cultural 

legitimation. The private self, on the other hand, operates on the level of the singular, 

speaks an idiosyncratic language, and concerns itself with matters 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. They are, he says, “as little in need 

of synthesis as are paintbrushes and crowbars.”2

Derrida envisages the role of post-philosophical cultural criticism somewhat 

differently than Rorty. For him, the public and private aspects of the self are more 

inextricably interlaced. Derrida shows this interlacement by demonstrating how thoroughly 

the singular is implicated by the universal. Derrida’s thought calls attention to the 

singularities, the marginal traces, that resist containment by any theoretical system, and 

thereby serve to unremittingly interrupt the universalizing tendencies of human thought.3 

Following Levinas, Derrida exhibits a vigilant, ethical concern for these singularities.4 

Although theory necessarily works on the level of the universal and the total, Derrida

reflections in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979). Hereafter 
cited as PMN.
2 See Richard Rorty’s introduction to, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), pp. xiii-xvi. Hereafter cited as CIS.
3 Derrida has described such a demonstration as the ‘ deconstruction’ of Western ‘ logocentrism’, and his 
driving motivation is to demonstrate the ubiquity of this deconstruction at work. This approach is found 
throughout his writings, but a particularly concise example of the co-implication of singularity and 
universality can be found in his article “The Politics of Friendship,” (The Journal of Philosophy, 85,
1988), pp. 632-44.
4 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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argues, it is always already opened upon the singular, 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 interpret it in such a way that we will be able to 

make sense of it and thereby include 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 necessity.5 

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.6

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 sanguine 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 conversations. I wonder, however, whether Rorty’s liberal 

desire for inclusion would extend beyond the “bazaar” and enter the “gentlemen’s club.”7

5 Rorty’s claim that a postmodern bourgeois liberal culture would contain, as one of its immanent 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,” Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991), p. 208. Hereafter cited as ORT?
6 See COP, p. 202: “What we hope for from social scientists is that they will act as interpreters 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, p. 206 : “...connoisseurs of diversity...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. ”
7 The “Bazaar” and the “Gendemen’s Club” are metaphors that Rorty borrows from Clifford Geertz to 
connote, respectively, the public and private aspects of human activity. See ORT, pp. 203-210. This 
preliminary critical question should be considered in light of Rorty’s delimitation of the cultural role of the 
“Philosopher” in PMN, p. 392: “To drop the notion of the philosopher 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
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A failure to extend the operation of difference all the way down could prevent us from 

reforming 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 get as far as 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 they place on us. 

The question they would put to Rorty, I think, is whether or not he thinks that the liberal 

desire to include difference extends all the way down from the public to the private. Rorty 

is very much aware of the fact that his theoretical separation of the private and the public 

creates problems in these areas, and his complex and nuanced defense of this position does 

take such ethical objections into account. But is his defense adequate?

Two Motivations?: Rorty and Derrida’s critique o f Western Logocentrism

Before exploring these criticisms of Rorty’s private-public split, I would first like to 

situate the argument in philosophical space by examining the intellectual terrain that Rorty 

shares with Derridean thought. Derrida’s work has had a tremendous influence on Rorty. 

Rorty thinks of Derrida as an ally of his own philosophical project, and also one of its 

heroes. According to Rorty, Derrida has helped demythologize philosophy by describing it 

as one kind of writing among many.8 As well, Derrida has criticized the philosophical idea 

of truth as adequation to, or representation of, the mind-independent objects 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 o f Nature.

For his part, Rorty looks forward to life in a “post-philosophical” culture. In such 

a culture, people will no longer consider “truth” as the discovery of a direct relationship 

between our words and a world independent of those words. In such a culture, says

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 interruption of 
singularity.
8 See Rorty’s “Philosophy as a Kind of Writing: An Essay on Derrida” in COP, pp. 90-109.
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Rorty, we will no longer search for that set of permanent, antecedent criteria that 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. ”9

A salient yearning for something ‘ after philosophy’10 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 infamous claim that ’’there is nothing

outside of the text” (there is no outside-text; il n ’y a pas de hors-texte) .11 By this phrase,

Derrida tells us that the independently real, as such, is inaccessible to us:

...there 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, that the absolute present, Nature, that which words 
like “real mother” name, have always already escaped, have never existed; that what opens 
meaning and language is writing as the disappearance of natural presence.12

The antecedently real, says Derrida, has never “existed.” But if it never existed, 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 thematize it, it has already disappeared, for then it becomes

interior to the theoretical system.

An aporia emerges in Derrida’s desire to respect this exteriority that cannot be said.

Whatever we name by the word “real” is already a thematization and not this independent

9 COP, p. xxxix.
10 See note 1, above.
11 Jacques Derrida, OfGrammatology, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1974), p. 158.
12 OfGrammatology, p. 159.
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exteriority. More so than Rorty, Derrida emphasizes 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.13

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”14, a more 

edifying picture of human theoretical 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. Neither thinker believes that we make the world by describing it, 

although both thinkers believe that it is fair to say that we don’t have a world apart from our 

descriptions.15 This distinction is crucial. Both thinkers mean to assess the impact that the 

linguistic, historical, and cultural contingency of our various 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.”16 Such a description looks good on Rorty 

as well. 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 inaccessibility of any neutral vantage point from which to 

judge among different perspectives. For his part, Derrida emphasizes the historico-cultural

13 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 various 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 Rorty),” (Praxis 
International 6, 1987), p. 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), pp. 161 ff.
14 See COP, p. xxxviii.
15 See COP, p. 199.
16 See The Philosophy of the Limit, pp. 1-12.

- 6 -



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 that 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 concerns is to protect, as far as possible, the liberal value of an

individual’s freedom to pursue private projects of self-making. Argues Rorty: “J.S. Mill’s

suggestion that governments devote themselves to optimizing the balance between leaving

people’s private lives alone and preventing suffering seems to me pretty much the last

word.”17 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.

Rorty would probably say that these goals are too different for us to make the

question of priority a decidable one. Yet as Levinas convincingly argues, an ethical

concern for the singular Other (autrui) interrupts my individual freedom and enjoyment,

and calls my ‘I’ 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 itself, 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 before 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 that 
dominates this freedom, and hence as more primordial than everything that takes place in 
me.18

17 CIS, p. 63. On the priority of private freedom (achieved through disenchantment with universal 
religious or philosophical views) over those same universal views see ORT, pp. 193-194.
18 Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, (Pittsburgh, Duquesne University Press, 1969), p. 87.
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Here, 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 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 private aspects of 

human life. Public concerns for justice should intrude as little as possible into private 

pursuits. From a Levinasian or a Derridean standpoint, 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 singularity of the ethical call that manifests itself in the “face to 

face.” On this reading, 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 the 

most problematic aspect of his thought. 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 prejudice our reading of him. It may just turn out that, 

because of the very radicalness of his thought (and of its articulation in unsettling, 

“naughty” 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:

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 theory ran



its course in the attempt to achieve this same synthesis through narrative rather than 
system. But the attempt was hopeless.19

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 vocabulary 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 passage cited

above, Rorty quickly points out that in his ironist culture “such opposites 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.”20 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 necessary backing it up. Since there is no meta

discipline or vocabulary to guarantee 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 important that 

“liberal ironists” look up from their private concerns and notice difference: “...the liberal 

ironist needs as much imaginative acquaintance with alternative final vocabularies as

19 CIS, p. 120.
20 CIS, p. 120, my emphasis.
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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.”21

Rorty sees literature playing a key role in helping us reconcile the private 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, philosophy—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.22

If we are waiting for Rorty to provide us with some sort of metaphysical guarantee that we

will all get it together and ‘do the right thing,’ we will all be waiting a long while indeed.

Rorty only challenges us with a tempting possibility, he does not promise us anything.

Rorty’s description of how literary texts, by providing thick descriptions of the

particular, interrupt our activity and help us become attuned to suffering is quite powerful.

But, unfortunately, there is no guarantee that everyone is going to read Nabakov,

Dostoevsky, or Orwell, and learn the lessons that these writers are trying to teach us.23

Nevertheless, reconciling the liberal ironist’s private irony with public hope is an

important project for Rorty. Different writers give us different 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 that 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

21 CIS, p. 92.
22 CIS, p. 94.
23 See ClS, p. 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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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 not.”24 Rorty paints a 

somewhat tragic picture of an atheist society here, I think; a society whose individual 

members are so selfish in their private pursuits that reconciling them with shared public 

concerns becomes the job of two different vocabularies.

Rorty’s Scales: Balancing Private and Public Discourse

Hopefully, this exploration of Rorty’s private-public split has helped bring out its 

subtlety and nuance. It is much more than a utilitarian liberal move. Rorty prizes 

individual freedom so heavily, that at first one takes this to be the motive behind his making 

the split. But upon closer examination, it is not clear which side Rorty comes down on. In 

fact, he probably doesn’t privilege either. His work continuously mentions our need to 

step back from our private projects, in order to listen for and notice the 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.25 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 cruelty. 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

24 CIS, p. 143.
25 See CIS, p. 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., prediction 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 individual lives, and of the merely poetic foundations of the “we-consciousness” which lies 
behind our social institutions.”
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is true, but it really is an open question whether he values it more than he does human 

solidarity, public justice, and the diminution of individual suffering. 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.

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”26, 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 robbing the excluded of the last shred of dignity they have left by making 

them become one of us.

As far as I can tell, Rorty does not take this possibility seriously enough, although 

he would prize the excluded’s “privacy” as individuals. There is textual evidence, 

however, that shows he is aware of the problem. Including the marginalized, he says, is a 

process that we should try to keep going: “We should stay on the lookout for marginalized 

people—people whom we still instinctively think of as ‘ they’ rather than ‘ us.’ We should 

try to notice our similarities with them. The right way to construe the slogan is as urging 

us to create a more expansive sense of solidarity than we presently have.”27

It is the idea of our ability to create a more expansive sense of solidarity that shows 

that Rorty is aware that 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 of Rorty’s ethnocentrism, he explains, is

26 See CIS, p. 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.’”
27 CIS, p. 196.
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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.”2^ Unfortunately, however, Rorty 

concerns himself more with the inclusion, and the auto-reform that such an inclusion 

generates is left unexamined as a dangling by-product of his liberal anti-ethnocentric 

ethnocentrism.29 Does Rorty’s desire for inclusion threaten the pre-existence of authentic 

difference?

Rorty’s ethical concern for the excluded is deeply felt, there can be no question. 

But he does give such concern quite a different spin than do the deconstructionists who 

trace such concern back to Levinas. One might say that for them, the inclusion is a by

product of the auto-critique, rather than the other way around. The auto-critique occurs 

because of the prior, fissured openness of any ‘totality’ upon a singular Other. The 

inclusion of the marginalized other occurs because the ethnos is already fractured. In this 

sense, Rorty’s reading of Derrida as a purely private writer (one who helps us with our 

private projects of self-redescription) is a curious state of affairs.30 Simon Critchley points 

out that “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.”31

28 CIS, p. 198. I have emphasized “variegated” to show how inclusion into the ethnos also changes the 
shape of the ethnos.
29 Again, this criticism loses much of its sting once one understands how thoroughly Rorty divests the 
“Philosopher” of his juridical cultural role. An open, listening 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,” p. 457. It is simply not philosophy’s job to let people into the conversation (thank 
God), or to adjudicate what legitimate conversation partners will look like. It is therefore difficult to force 
Rorty, a philosopher, into such a position.
3 0 1 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, who Rorty feels overemphasize the extent to which Derrida can be read as a systematic philosopher 
concerned with traditional philosophical problems. See Rorty’s essay “Is Derrida a Transcendental 
Philosopher?” in Essays on Heidegger and Others (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991). 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 issues.
31 The Ethics of Deconstruction, p. 242.
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I now wish to turn this examination over to deconstructive philosophy. If such 

philosophy is meant, even in part, to be the sort of discourse that 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.

Deconstruction as Public Philosophy, as Justice

Many thinkers are just recently coming to grips with the ethical implications 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 upon 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.”32 Rorty’s ethics, on the other hand, seems to be based 

on just such a recognition. We have to make the face of the stranger look like one of us. 

The very strangeness of the stranger is not enough to elicit our responsibility, we must first 

shepherd that stranger into the light.33

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.”34 For public deconstructionists

32 The Philosophy of the Limit, p. 66.
33 See ORT, p. 206: “...the guardians of universality make sure that once these people are admitted as 
citizens, once they have been shepherded into the light by the connoisseurs of diversity, they are treated just 
like all the rest of us.”
34 The Philosophy o f the Limit, p. 66.
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like Cornell, such a disruption places ethical demands on us. Our totalities are always 

already disrupted, 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”35. It may be that Rorty’s refusal to admit the operation of anything 

non-immanent makes him suspicious of this ‘Kantian’ side of Derrida. But Derrida does 

not go Kantian all the way:

...what remains is to articulate this unconditionality with the determinate...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 that there are only contexts, that 
nothing exists outside context...but also that 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.3 6

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 universalizability of pure reason. The appeal is 

“full of pathos and very empirical.”37

Rorty, however, would most probably consider such talk about deconstruction’s 

“openness upon the Other” as just one more vain attempt to provide some transcendental or 

metaphysical guarantee that we humans will act ethically and responsibly. And 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 dealings 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 aware that the universal is necessarily implicated in order to 

make the call of the Other intelligible:

35 See Derrida’s “Afterword” to Limited Inc. (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1987).
36 Limited Inc., pp 152-53
37 John Caputo, Demythologizing Heidegger (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), p. 197.
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The third party is always witness for a law that 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-implication, far from dissolving the antagonism and 
breaking through the aporia, aggravates them instead...38

Like Rorty, Derrida sees our need to “interrupt the vertigo of singularity,” and make the

Other’s call intelligible through such universal discourses as jurisprudence. 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 just wants us to work from out of the networks that we are. Such networks,

he says, include the beliefs that suffering doesn’t 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 respond.

So we can, I think, see Rorty’s point. But do we need to give it to him? 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 attractive. This idea goes far to

explain why the liberal culture that Rorty so cherishes has as one of its most important

desires the diminution of cruelty. But is the idea of a perduring, transcendent Other merely

a ladder that one may throw away once one has attained the heights that Rorty has? Can a

free-loading atheist like himself invoke such a particularly Judeo-Christian notion of

justice, without assuming all the transcendental baggage that goes along with it?

I do not know that there is an answer to such questions. Minimally, however, I am

willing to say with John Caputo that “obligation happens.” Caputo is right to say that “the

38 “The Politics of Friendship,’’ p. 641.
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ethical does not wait and does not need to have a space prepared for it.”39 He goes on to 

say that:

The 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 principle 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.40

Here, Caputo emphasizes that the laws we draft, the societies that we construct, 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.41 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.”42 Rorty would probably say: What more 

grounding do we need?

Rorty’s Challenge: Empowerment and Agency amidst the Call o f 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 that 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 that critical theory plays in this practical process. There are, however, 

important differences in their positions.

39 Demythologizing Heidegger, p. 198.
40 John Caputo, Against Ethics (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), p. 37.
41 See ORT, p. 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.
42 Against Ethics, p. 37.
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For Derrida, the totalizing tendencies of human reason betray the singularity 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 frequently attempted to point 
out, sometimes employing a Nietzschean terminology. I do not mean that the 
deconstructing subject or 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 
that 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 that affirmation expresses 
itself.”43

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 responsible 44 So as I 

read him here, Derrida has placed the ethical rapport with the other outside of theory, while 

at the same time striving to make theory sensitive to the uncontainability 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 the 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 

vocabularies for different purposes. For Derrida, on the other hand, it is more true to say

43 Richard Kearney, Dialogues with Contemporary Continental Thinkers: The Phenomenological Heritage, 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), p.
44 Rorty offers a similar understanding in ORT, p. 33.
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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 theory, however, 

but in a more pragmatic way. It is true that he often describes theory as a kind of tool. For 

Rorty, we develop and use languages and vocabularies as tools. The way in which such 

vocabularies evolve depends on the uses to which we need them put; needs which are 

themselves historically contingent. 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 

reaction 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 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 that Rorty here ascribes to the individual sits in 

tension with his description of the self as “a centerless web of beliefs and desires,” and the 

human as an animal that is socialization all the way down.45 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, cruelty, 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. 

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 wants to empower those once 

regarded as Iess-than-human.

45 See CIS, chapter 2, “The Contingency of the Self,” pp. 23 ff.
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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 cooperation. It also suggests that we 

have a difficult task before us, that 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 that his philosophy contains a certain gumption that 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 various 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 

autonomous subject to interpret any way he or she would like46, or that Rorty here 

resurrects a tired, old piece of seventeenth century metaphysics.47

One should, instead, read Rorty as a preacher challenging his congregation. 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 don’t like the direction of the conversation, he urges us to change the subject. If we 

come to find another task more important, he urges us to develop 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 sakes, let’s get going!48

46 See Rick Roderick’s “Reading Derrida Politically (Contra Rorty),” p. 449.
47 In a footnote in ORT, p. 33, Rorty agrees with Hans Blumenberg that “the ‘historicist’ criticism 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.”
48 On Rorty’s impatience, see “Putnam and the Relativist Menace.” p. 447, note 8.
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Rorty does seem to evoke a certain facility here, it is true. And the voice of the 

other does sometimes get drowned out amidst all this talk of tools and social engineering. 

Deconstructionists, says Rorty, are not the only people that remind us of this, and that is 

why we should keep them around. While Rorty is hopeful, nowhere does he suggest that 

the task before us is an easy one. The task of building a just society that 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 that a communal redescription can have on this process, but neither does he 

say that such redescription is an easy purchase.49

In the end, 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 does Derrida. Both 

thinkers also emphasize that our theoretical abilities reach their outer limit in our ethical 

rapport with the singular other.

Conclusion: Caution and Experiment in a Pluralistic World

Perhaps then, we may read Rorty and Derrida as correcting and balancing each 

other. In a pluralistic world that lacks necessary, transcendental guidance, we need the

4 9 1 offer this reading of Rorty’s talk of autonomy and agency as an alternative to that offered 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 potential dangerous excesses of my reading. I refer the reader specifically to 
pp. 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 changing 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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empowerment that Rorty’s talk of agency and the ability to experiment gives us. His 

writing also lends a certain urgency and impetus 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 

activity.

Deconstruction has done much to make us well aware of the risk (or, as 

Kierkegaard would say, the madness) inherent in any decision. Rorty (madly?) urges us to 

take that risk.
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