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RICHARD RORTY ANDL THE LITERAKY CULTURKE

Josephine Ao (] 7% 4]

The inlervention of post-analytic philosopber Bichard Rorty an the Teld of literary

rhetorical strategies or discursive practices of their trade, which are generally considered
Lo be the domain of Hierary siudies; while the lerary critics, at the same time, show
greater interest in the more or less philosophical (mainly cpistemological) aspects of
literary production and consumtpion.

To a certain degree. Rorty's eflorts consist in a reconceptualization of the histori-
city and contingency of the professional concerns of his field, Rorty finds the project of
philosophical formalism—namely, Anglo-American analyiical philosophy--a problematic
one and cmbarks upon an examination ol the histerical origing and developments of
such representationalist and linguistic intevests.  in his narrative, he empbasives the
contextuality of the discursive praciices thal make up his professional licld and
advocdates such a critical move as a means to regist the isolating and de-historicizing
tendencies in philosophical formalism. o that respect, Rorty’s efforts converse nicely
with the developing concerns ol literary studies. To be more precise, the relevance of
Rorty’s writings lies in its deconstrucdden of the systemsatic view of knowledee (Truth)
that has provided justification and foundation for those dominsnt and formalisiic modes
ol perception and interpretation tnai huave todged themsclves in the field of literary
gtudics. In the following pages, I hope to trace Rorty’s emerpence iii the ficld
of philosophy, placing special emphasis upon those aspecis of his thought that carry
implications for literary siudics; then T will exarmine Rorty’s timelv interveniion in the
debate surrounding the status of literary theory, which provided the galeway for his
enry iinte the held of literary studies.

From early on, Rorty’s concern lor the profcssion of philosophy has always re-
volved around his rellections an the status of philosophy itsell, These refleciions luke
the form of a consistent qualification of the theories of absoluic or universal ohjective
iruth that have become mainsircam in Anglo-American philesophy. Dissolved in Rorty's
continuous efforis are not only philosophy’s own privileged status or the absoluie
oblectivity of its claims, but also widely accented traditional concepts ol truth and
knowledge.

Rorty fust demonstrates himseli as 4 contender to the field of philosophy in his
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Introduction to the collection of cssays he edits, titled The Linguistic Turn: Recent
Fssays in Philosophical Method (1967), an insight{ul Introduction that signals his con-
cerns {or the profession of philosophy and presents his diagnosis of the difficulties the
profession has run itself into. The title of this collection refers to a then popular trend
in philosopby, whal Rorty terms “linguistic philosophy™ or more generally “analytical
philosophy.” It is a trend that optimistically announces:  “philosophical problems
are problems which may be solved (or dissolved) either by reforming language, or by
understanding more about the language we presently use” (Rorty, The Linguistic Turn
3y Such an goptimistic argument has its basis in an interpretation of an early theory
of Wiltgenstein's which treats language as g mirror picture of reality and thus claimns that
all philosophical problems result from a lack of clarity in language. The analvtical
philosophers are thus fiercely formalistic as well as hopeful that the truth of the matter
can be attained through a scrutiny of the ways in which language has heen used in the
formulation of philosophical problems.

While the linguistic method of analysis has been quite {ruitful in clearing away
some of the unnccessary entanglements in philosophical discussions, Rorty does not
hesitate to point oat that this attempt carries with it a thrust that aims to turn philo-
sophly into a strict science through the adoption of an allegedly purilied and thus
presupposilionless methodology, and as such, Rorty holds, this attempt is doomed to
fail. For late-comers will always risc by discursively articulating the presuppositions of
those who think they bhave none—that’s how philosophers [ind new 1ssucs to debate.
Rorty then comes to the conclusion that under these circumstances, philosophy’s
prospects may not be what the analvtical philosophers expect.

V'or one thing, Rorty envisions a very different future for philosophy: instead of
secing itsell as finally approaching the end of its pursuil of truth through constantly
sharpening and thus strengthening its analytical power, philosophy would no longer hold
such an illusion as 1ts goal. In fact, as Rorty maintains, though philosophy would go on
building systems, “the systems built would no longer be considered descripfions of the
nature of things or of human consciousness, but rather proposals aboutl how to talk.”
That is to say, “Philosophy would then cease to be an argumentative discipline, and
grow closer to poetry™ (The Linguistic Turn 34).

What “poetry’ means here is 1o be inferred from Rorty’s deseription of the profes-
sion of philosophy and its practitioncrs. Instead of seeing philosophy as “discovery,”
Rorty believes philosophy in the future would simply be “the creation of new, intercst-
ing and fruitful ways of thinking about ihings in gencral” (7he Linguistic Turn 34). To
put it bluntly, philasophical theorics are no longer 1o be seen as correct or incorrect
answers to the perennial questions of philosophy; instead, they are to be seen as sets
of metaphors, distinctions, problems thal are invented to capture the imagination of
philosophy’s followers—in other words, philosophy would be very much like poetry.
In that sense, philosophers would no longer be people who discover the Truth about the
world, but people who construct narratives that present things as “hanging together.”
Deconstructed here is philosophy’s traditional status of authority as well as philoso-
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phers’ privileged status as Truth-{inders, both resting on philosophy’s claims of approxi-
mation to Truth.

Such a view of philesophy as narrating and proposing, rather than discovering and
asserting, not only affects the way we view the profession and 1ts practitioners, but also
questions our traditional conception of knowledge/ Tmuth. Previously, knowledge is
viewed as a reflection of how things “really®™ are, and all discoveries or assertions are
subject 1o a test of truthfulness or accuracy by comparison with the vbserved {de facto)
reality. Rorty refers to such concepiions as the representationalist view ot knowledge:
“the acquisition of knowledge presupposes the presentation of something ‘immediately
given’ to the mind, where the mind 1s conceived of as g sort of ‘Iinmuaterial eve,” and
where ‘immediately’ means, at a minimum, ‘without the mediation of language.” This
‘spectorial’ account of knowledge is the common target of philosophers as different as
Dewey, Hampshire, Sartre, Heidegger, and Witigenstein™ (The Linguistic fTurn, 39,
note 75). Rorty would of course happily include himself among the members of this
group in its critique of such a representational view of knowledge. At this carly stage,
though, little further explanation is provided for the speclorial account of knowledge
or for its critique.

i1

1t is not until a decade later in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979} that
Rorty comes up with g full-fledged scrutiny of the latest form of the spectorial account
of knowledge, the analytical philosophers’ dream to find a transpareni linguistic medium
which would let Truth shine its face unto the mirror of our mind. Rorty’s strategy in
this major work is, above all, a historicist one. As Rorty’s best commentator Richard
Bernstein characterizes it, Rorty “systematically cxposes the historical origing of what
we now take to be standard philosophical problems and he searches for the historical
roots of those philosophical fintuitions” that play such a primary role in philosophical
debate” {56 ).' Rorty shows how—as a result of a series ol historical accidents, options,
and confusions—Descartes’ and Locke’s assumptions about the mind (“our glassy
essence” Y and consciousness {the “mirroring” that takes place between our mind and the
world and mekes up our knowledge of the world) come to dominate the sevenieenth
century as the only viable frame of reference for philosphical inquiries. Ile goes on to
describe how in the hands of Kant these assumptions about the mind and consciousness
arc trunsformed into an elevation of epistemology as the only viable domain of philoso-
phy, an elevation that has since dominated the field. The cumulative work of these
philosophers makes up the current foundation of philosophy: “To know is to represent
accurately what is outside the mind” {Rorty, Philosophy 3). Rorty’s historicizing cffort
then demonstrates how philosophy’s seemingly perennial preblems are actually born
of a specilic and select philosophico-historical process and their validity established
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through the work of a sclect community of philosphers in which these problems are
givern epistemic authoritly.

As Rorly sces it the implicit consequence of this spectorial-representational
tradition of philosophical inquiries is no tess than a purposeful (re-)arrangement of the
cultural map. In the above historicat process, philosophers cowme to believe that
“Philosophy’s central concern is to he a general theory of representation, a theory which
will divide culture up into the areas which represent reality well, those which represent
it less well, and those which do not represent it at all (despite their pretense of doing
oY (Roarty, Philosophy 33 Based on this prenmiise, it is only too obvious that the
natural sciences and philosophy would rank ainong the most desirable arcas of culture,
and literature and the arts would rank mnong the least desirable. Lbxposed here in
Rorty’s narration is philosophy’s seli-imposed and self-justificd primacy as well as
the historicat origin of the spectorial-representational theory of knowledge.

Having delimited the formation of philosophy’™s present state by exposing its
historicity, Rorty then takes another look at the future of philosophy by examining the
interesting work of some contempaorary analyiical phtlosophers such as Wilfrid Seilars,
W. V. (3. Quine. and Donald Davidson who are moving beyond the spectorial theory of
knowledyge.,  Reirtaining from taking representaiion as the “fonndation of knowledge,”
these philosophers have developed an “epistemological behaviorisin™ (Rotty’s new Lerm
in place of the overburdened word “pragmatism™) that “explain|sl rationality and
epistemic authority by reference to what society lets us say” (Rorty, Philosophy 174).
And if knowledge is to be understood in the context of discursive practices set up by
the society, ihen the central bui thorny question of philoseophical justification becomes
none other than a question of soctal sanction.

As Rorty characterizes it later, by giving up the spectoria-representational theory
of knowledge and cognition, these radical philosophers “successiully, and rightly, biur
the pasitivist distinctions between the semantic and the pragmatic, the analytic and the
sviithetic, the linguistic and (he cmpirical, theory and observation™ (Consegquences
xviii}, That is to say, in the work of these philosophers of epistemological behaviorism
the Iirst items in this series of binary opposiiions can no longer enjoy the privileged
status designated to them since representational theory began Lo dominate the field of
philosophy.  And Rorty {avors these renepade philosophers because their work shows
that, contrary to the analytical philosophers’ hopes, “altempts to get back behind
lunguage fo something which ‘grounds’ it, or which it ‘expresses,” or to which it might
hope to be “adequate,” have not worked” (Consequences xx). Rorty puts il summarily:
“jusiification is no longer a maiter of a special relation between ideas (or words) and
ohjects, but of conversation, of social practice™ {Philosophy 170). With this realization,
Rorty has now reuched the iteart of the pragmatic position:

- toosay that truth and knowledge can only be judged by the standurds of the inquires
ol our own duy is not to say that human knowledge is less noble or fmportant, or

more “cut off from the world]” than we had thought, 0 is mercly (o say that nothing
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counts as justification unless by reference to whai we already accept. and that there s
no way to get outside our beliefs and our lunguage so as to {ind some fest other than

coherence, (Phifosophy 178)

It is clear that this historicization ol philosophical premises entails a localization
of validity and objectivity in knO\\e‘ledge—cluin{.s. That s why Rorty announces:
“eObjective truth’ 18 no more and no less than the best idea we currently have about
how to explain what 1s going on.” Likewise. the foundations of knowledge that so
many phitosopiiers {including Xant and Habermas) have tried to determine “are just the
facts about what a given society, or profession, or other group, takes to be good ground
for assertions of a certain sort” {Philosophy 38537  As such historicized and tocalized
clforts, any discussion of knowledge is to be made in refercnce to the specific communi-
ty involved, rather than being tregled as a universal or cternal law, In short, local
validity is all that a knowledge statement or any objective truth can cnjoy; validity is
cstablished only within the relevant context of the community(ics) involved; and
justification is established if this truth *“hangs well” with what the community{ies)
alrcady holds as viable or true,

I

The histaricization of philesophical approaches and the localization of validity
in knowledge-claims bring forth another important implication of Rorty's pragmatism:
the socialization of philosophical inguirtes. After all, as Rorty states later, “ihe test of
philosophical truth consists netther in ‘correct analyses’ of individual concepts {{or
example, ‘meaning’ or ‘mtentionality’) nor in the internal cohercnce among hundreds
of such analyses linked together in a philosophical system, but anty in the coherence of
such a systom with the rest of caliure” (FTexts and Lumps” 145 That is 1o say, truth/
knowledge cannot be created in a vacuum by philosophers, it has to work well with
the rest of culture. This sipnificant point is most clearly reflected in Rorty’s choice
of g new vocabulary, which has come to dominate his language since the 1980s.

In his previous work. Rorty employs the categories of “proposal” and “discovery”
to contrast the mission of philosophy as it is conceivea by Rorty himself and as it is
conceived by traditional philosophers. Ironically, the choice of vocabulary in both cases
characterizes philosophy as one-way discursive efforts tnitigied by philosophers {to
propese or to discovery, and thus maintzins the traditional and . special status that
philosophy and philosophers command in helping ordinary people understand the
world.  Likewise. as Rorty explains it in this context, poetry, philosophy's destiny,
refers to narratives that are constructed to “propose™ to people what the world is like
and how things hang together. Yet even with Rorty's preference for “proposal” over
“discovery,” philosophers are still revered for “knowing something about knowing
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which nobody else knows so well” (Rorty, Philosophy 3923 ‘Phatis why phildsophers
are entrusted with the power to propose, and the common people having little inpul
or power 1o negoliate in the process are {eft only to choose which propoesal(s)/narra-
tive(s) to accept. No room for discussion or debate is needed among plillosophers as
they work separately to construct thelr own varratives in the “proposal” model. This
absence of communication is symplomatic of a presupposition which treats knowledge
as the product ol the ingu -ics and cfforts of privileged individua! geniuses who do not
need consultation or discussion.  Be it proposal or discovery, the unigue status of
philosophy and philosophoers are still maintained.

Rorty’s new calegory of “conversation,” on the other hand, highlights the soctal
nature ol the activities of philosophy. It is no accident that Rorty himself ends
Philosophy and the Mirror of Neture with an allusion to Michael Oakeshott’s essay titled
“The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation ¢f Mankind™ because “it catches the tone in
which, [ [Rorty] think, philosophy should be discussed™ {(389). In Rorly’s conception,
philosophy, like poctry, 1s best understood as one of the many voices in the conversa-
tion of mankind. “as one discourse among others, one ameng many projects we engage
in” {Philosophy 382). 'That is to say, lirst of all, philosophy {now included in thc
domain of poetry) is only one voice among many. Secondly, there is no hicrarchical
difference between philosophy and the sciences and literary criticism. As Rorty slales
it, they are ali “cqual comrades with diverse interests, distinguished onrly by these in-

1b

terests, not by cognitive status’; in other words, “the diflerence is between the rules of
one mnstituton ... and those of another . .7 (" Texts and Lumps™ 7). Thirdly, philosophy
{included in poclry) is Lo be conccived as mulli-way discussions rather than one-way
proposing/describing/preaching.  In other words, how inings hang together is not to be
monopolized by the specialized work of a specialized person -1.¢. a phiosopher or by
ihat of 4 group of specialized people ic. philosophers, bul 1o be open Lo the discretion
and the participation of various volces representing various social sroups.

In short, as “proposal’ or “discovery,” philosophy has focused on “‘the rclation
hetween human beings and the objects of their inquiry™ (Rorty, Philosophy 389%. Ay
“conversation,” however, philosophy is no longer object-oriented. The goal is no
longer to reach the most accurale depiclion or the most plausible proposal, but to keep
the social practice of conversation going by constantly coming up with new and work-
able” deseripiions.  Philosophy, like the licrary culture i Rorty’s conception, thus
alms af the continuation of the mulii-Faccted discursive activities among human beings
who happen to be engaged in those activities.*  In fact, such possibilitics ol conversa-
nen are the basis upon which commuuities are formed. In this sense, philosophy is no
longer some objective scientific experiment 1o whose resulls everyone must capitulate.
If there is any consensus at all. it is reached by negotiation and compromise—through
conversation—rather than by means of comparing with an abselute objective criterion.
Furthermaore, once that consensus 1s established in the community, it becomes the
unquestioned presupposition by which the members operate, uniil it is challenged and
changed later on. In short, philosophies, or for that matter FTruth and knowledge, arc
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result of social interaction among various social groups.

Rorty’s continuous efforts aim at a re-characterization of the nature of philosophy
und a re-conceptualization of the nature of truth-knowledge. ¥Yet such efforts also have
much to contribute to the field of literary studies as the latter reflects upon 115 own
status as well as the status of (literary) theory.

For one thing, considering the fact that literary studics have long heen marginalized
by the sciences for not being scientific enough and by philosophy for heing too
emotional and personal, one might expect Rorty’s comparison of philosophy Lo litera-
ture 1o be welcomed by the field of literary studies. After all, such a leveling effort
on Rorty’s part to deflate philosophy and the sciences, treating them as “genres’™ of
writing rather than as privileged subjects, ought to be perceived as a friendly move.
Yet, not all in the literary ficld ure enthusiastic or grateful for it. Michael Fischer, for
one, sces Rorty's elfort to ecqualize philosophy and literature as a damaging one:

Rorty™s point, in short, is not that literature iz cognitive, serious, powerful, and responsible
bul that philosophy {withour admitting it} is like literalure: Irmprecise, capricious, and
methodologically  dishevelled.  Tnstead of strengthening literature, Rorty leaves it im-
potent. which is why, among the consequences of Rorty’s prugmatisim, I do not find a

gonvincing rationale for lierary study, {322)

Here Fischer is using, out of his own word choeice rather than Rorty's, two sets of des
criptive adjectives which are heavidy laden with valuc judgmenits. The first set lists what
Fischer values as desirable qualities, which he thinks Rorty has unfortunately withheld
from the ficld of literature. The second set Fischer sees as undesirable qualities, which
Rorty is allegedly using to describe the literary culture. To Fischer, this deliberaie
downgrading of literary culture on Rorty’s part is intolcrable.

Yet such a characterization of Rorty exposes more of Fischer’s own hidden agenda
than it does Rorty’s positon:  Fischer still wishes literature could be—and that means
literature is not *‘cognitive, serious, powerful, and responsible” like the sciences or
philosophy. In fact, 1t 1s Fischer's persistence in upholding these values thaf keeps him
from (ruly appreciating Rorty’s effort.

To start with, the desirable qualities that Fishcer wishes Rorty had awarded litera-
ture - “cognitive, serious, powerful, and responsible™—are exactly what Rorty is asking
us to forsake because they remain within an absolutist frame of reference that would
probably still privilege a certain methodology as well as acknolwedpge the qualitative
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difference botwesn the natural soienoeg and [Barames, Furthermore, when Rorty des-

cribes lterary culiure as “opceratimg without reles”™ or refusing o be “bothered by
reahistic guestions™ (IMscher 3!‘3), he does not mean, as Fischer would have readers
noes ety way dimsneh the vebie of lierary studies. Instead,

bebieve, it these sbs
Rorty’s tone 1s that of a victorious L‘omphman;, szeing that litetature can do without the
tvranny of rules and the entanglement of uinecessary demands,  Fischer, on the other
band, coming from an shscivtist frame of mind which remains true to traditionai
philosophy’s valoe systems, reads these deseritpions s 2 condemnation of literary
culture. Thalis why he accuses Rorty ol giving literary discourse a definition that is

v . this negativity sizins only from

Tundamentally negs (tiacher 3220 73
Fischers own vailues, Failing to apprectate the subversive challenges issued from Rorty’s
new pragmatic position, [Fischer ends up with only misreadings of Rorty.

Rorty's preference [or literary celture shiows up most clearly in his camaraderie
willl {a certain branch of) literary culture. Jn one place, as he comparss philosophy ¢
literature, Rorty even steps {orward to compare his brand of new pragmatism to htt‘.-rary
modernism.  As he osees il UPragrmatism is the philosophical counterpart ot literary
modernizm, the kind of hterature which prides itself on its sutonomy and novelty rather
than iis truihfulness to xpcrlcm,c or 1ts dJdiscovery of preexisting significance™

i =y not claborate on this point,

LA

5253 Though Rorty doo

(UIWineteenih - i
such a comperison i3 net without pood redson, To a certain degree, literary modernism’s
high aesthelic seif-consciousness matches up with new pragmatism’s high epistemological

tiorory moederpism’s non-mpreconiationalism agrees with new

scli~censciousnos, .
pragmatism’s anti-Cariesian and anit-Kantian thrust,  And Uterary modemnism’s exalta-
tion of the poct {the maker of new vocabularies, new descriptions, and new genres)
above the philosopher {the knowery happily fits info ncw prsgmalism’s program to

dethrone iraditional Philosophy,
Yot such camaraderic s not without its qualifications. Rorty’s new pragmatism

would bave guickly cautio st stretohing the anwlogy (oo fav, For one thing,
modernists often boast of a deeper penctration and thus 2 deeper perception of the real

meaning and essence ol life. Oy with such L,lanm of pr()[()undness can they justify
ai veaiisin or shallow numanistic

s From ellegedlbs s

T U

and digmify iroiy turniy
representation. and ‘r.()\x-'ards {seenmingly dlllicul't) stylc, technigue, and spatial form.
Yet, for Rorly, new pragmatic-minded philosophers do not need such honorific terms
to justily what they are doing, Their aversion from representationalism does not entail

a simultancous affirmation that they themselves are closer to a deeper truth. Tn Rorty’s
charactorization, the now pragmatists simply {ind other sivies, wehniques, and spatial

foinis more workablo thewr current nurpeses. This iy a major difference in posture

between literary modernisim and Rortiy's new pragmatisis.
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Rorty’s aversion from appealing to honorific first principales as justification for
priacitce also prompts him to tuke a stand in the debate on the status ol literary theory
in the ficld of literary studies. Steven IKnapp and Walter Benn Michaels” highly provoca-
tie essay titled *Against Theory™™* in the summer 1982 issue of Critical Inguiry provided
the occasion for Rorty’s convergence with the pragmatic-minded members of the
literary field.

Knapp and Michaels' essay was overtly critical of (lilerary) theory in tone, vet
written in a discursive style congruent with as well as familiar to thcory-minded scholars.
it sought to dispel theorists’ self-appointed task to govern or validate interpretations of
parlicular texts by resorting to accounts of interpretation in general. *“T'he meaning of
Knapp and Michaels
claim {12}, thus therc is no nced to turn to thcory in order to “ground” meaning in
intention. They end iheir essay by saying “ihe theoretical enterprise should therefore

LX)

a texi s simply identical to the author’s intended meaning,

come to an end’” (30).

The ¢ssay invited so many healed and unfriendly responscs that Critical Inguiry
decided to devorte its June 1983 issue to these voices as well as to Knapp and Michaels’
reply to their critics. Yet the matter was not to stop then and there. In the March 1685
1ssue, Rorty joined the discussion. While he applauds Kanpp and Michaels® elffort to
undermine theory’s attempl to regulate jractice from a position cutside the latter,
Rorty urges Knapp and Michaels not to hang on to privileged terms such ay “authoriual
intention™ to justify “meaning’’ to their opponents. Alter all, “the importance of
narrative philosophy isthat persuasion is &s frequently a matter of getting people to drop
a vocabulary {and the questions they phrase within it} as of deductive argument”
{Rorty, “Philosophv Without Principles™ 136).

Wany, cspecially certain proponents of {literary) theory, tend to speak in a way
that implics that somchow we have Lo decide on our theoretical first principles before
we can procced lo deal with literary works; thal is, we have to understand our own
position on “‘mela” - criticism before we can do criticism properly. Rorty’s point of
view on iiis issue iy fhai “meta” suggests there are some practices that are on a higher
level thun others. Yet, as Rorty sces it, theory “is just more practice of the samc sort,

a3

using a slightly different set of raw materials,” and it is mercly "an attempt to weave
toether .. . your favorile critics, novelists, pocts, and such, and your favorite philoso-
phers” {*‘Philosophy Without Principles’ 136). Theory, in other words, is mercly a dis-
cursive operation that aims {o achieve certain goals, just like other discursive operations,
be they scientific or philosophical or ltcrary,

Yet, while Rorty sides with up-coming anti-theory new pragmatists in their efforts
10 dampen theory's soaring popularity, he iy not hesitant to express his displeasure when
he notices the tast vestige of foundationalism in Knapp and Michacls:

Knapp and Michaels' cluim that meaning is identical with intention suggests that we put the
text in whatever context we find useful and then call the resull a discovery of the author’s

intention.  But why call it anyihing in particular: Why not just put in a context, describe
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the advantages of having done so, and forget the question of whether one has got at cither

its “reaning” or “the author's intention ™? (“Philosophy Without Principles™ 134},

What Rorty would like to see then is that people go on doing whatever they are
doing without appealing to a general theory or any other foundation to justify their
practice.

Rorty’s aversion of honorific first principles is so thorough-going that he even finds
fault with the arch champion of anti-representationalism and anti-foundationalism,
namely Jacques Derrida, when the latter scems to be slipping from those positions.
Rorty approves of Derrida’s advocacy of “a writing marked by self-conscious inter-
minability, self-conscious openness, sclficonscious lack ol philosophical closure™
{(*“Deconstruction and Circumvention”™ 8), because such writing fits in nicely with
Rorty’s anti-representational thrust. Yet Rorty warns that ihis self-consciousness need
not be accompanied by a falsc sense of urgency that does nothing but reaffirm the
central place of philosphy in our culture. “‘Berrida {like Heidegeer) would have no
writing to do unless there were a ‘metaphysics of presence’ to overcome” (“Philosophy
as a Kind of Writing” 108}; thus, the more urgently Derrida deconstructs, the more his
efforts bt:tray. “a self-deceptive attempt to magnily the importance of an academic
speciality™ (“Deconstruction and Circuomvention”™ 3). What Rorty would like to sce
instead is Derrida going on doing what he is doing but without that sense of urgency
which signals an 1mplied seif-importance. After all, as Rorty peints out, since readers
have always been reading various genres together, Derrida is merely “doing brilliantly
and al length something most of his readers have been doing spasmodically and
awkwardly in their heads” (“Deconstruction and Circumvention™ 13). In that sense,
there is really nothing too unusual about what Derrida is doing. Once the sense of
urgeney is removed, once Derrida relrains from becoming “onc more claimant 1o the
tile of discoverer of the primal, deepest vocahulary™ (Deconstruction and Circumven-
tion” 16}, then he can embark upon his re-reading of all texts (literary or philosophical)
without any strings attached.

While being critical about Derrida’s occasional slippage into foundational talk,
Rorty’s overall attitude toward Derrida 1s a favorable onc. Pragmatism’s doubt of all
first principles and foundations chips away at the absoluteness and independence of
objective truth{s}, and can be linked up nicely with the Derridean tendency to dellate
any kind of privileging. Thus Rorty extends a welcoming hand 1o the deconstructionists
for alliance:  “Pragmatists and Derrideans are. indeed, natural allies. Their strategics
supplement each other admirably™ (*“Philosophy Without Principles™ 135).  Rorty
declares that, like Derrida, the pragmatist also aims to blur “the literature-philosophy
distinction and promot{e] the idea of a scamless, undifferentiated ‘general text’”
(**Deconstruction and Circumvention™ 3), and “wanis 1o abandon a certain framework
of interconnected ideuas -truth as correspondence, language as picture, literatlure as
imitation™ {(“Nincteenth-Century Idealism™ 140). As such, pragmatism, like Derridean

wi

deconstruction, is “*a thorough-going abandonment of the notion of discovering the
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truth which is common to theology and science” {‘Nineteenth-Century Idealism”
150-51).

Rorty may be eager to establish an alliance between his version of pragmatism and
deconstruction, vet deconstruction’s most famous popularizer Yonathan Culier has
reservations. Culler acknowledges that there are obvious similarities between the two
approaches: a critique of representation theory, a questioning of first principles and
truths, an emphasis on discursive practices, etc. But he objects to itdentifying decon-
struction with przgmatism on two grounds. First of all, he objects to pragmatism’s
“appeal fo consensus and convention' because it suggests “the norm as a foundation,”
thus excluding those things that are not considered normal or conventional, which
happen to be what deconstruction focuses upon (On Deconstruction 153). Second,
Culler finds pragmatism’s attitude toward reflexive inquiry problematic. When
pragmatism is heard as saving that “we cannot by an effort of self-scrutiny or theoretical
enquiry get outside the framework of beliefs and assumptions within which we
operate,”'Culler calls it “complacency” and insists that “even if in principle we cannot
get outside conceptual frameworks to criticize and evaluate, the practice of self-
reflexivity, the attempt to theorize one’s practice, works to produce change” (On
Deconstruction 154). Be it the question of consensus or that of reflexive thinking,
Culler aims to draw Rorty out from a seeming lack of sincerity to institute change. The
question is: are Culler’s complaints justified?

Let us take the second point first, While Culler agrees with Rorty that we can
never get out of our skins, he reads in Rorty’s statement an implication that discourages
reflexive thinking as well as the possibility of change. That is not a fair reading of
Rorty. Hf Rorty circumscribes the power of reflexive thinking at all, he is aiming at that
Enlightenment-based view of a specific kind of thinking process that promises to see
through existent mistakes or misconceptions so as to reach a truer or more correct
picture of how things should be. Such a privileged view of certqin thinking processes
or of the thinking processes of certain speciatized people is what Rorty s against. And
if Culler’s idea of reflexive thinking ic the privileged Enlightenment kind, then Culler
himself, as an advocate of the deprivileging that deconstruction is famous for, needs to
reflect upon his own privileging tendency. To Rorty, of course reflexive thinking, like
other kinds of thinking, is valuable and to be encouraged. But reflexive thinking is just
a kind of thinking or evaluating that anyone does; it does not enjoy any privileged
status at all. Furthermore, while reflexive thinking may produce change, it in no way
monopolizes the sources of change. A lot of other things could produce change too.
And more than likely, these other factors may have created the context in which re-
flexive thinking takes place, .

Thus, if we follow the pragmatic spirit of contextualization one step further,
instead of pondering, as Culler does, the guestion of whether reflexive thinking is valu-
able or not, a more interesting question, for Culler as well as for Rorty, would be how
or why people come io take the initiative to conduct this self-examination in the first
place. After all, why would someone suddenly get the urge to be critical of or to change
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his/her own views? Under whai contextual factors does this urge surface? With what
efforts can this urge be amplified and linked up with various social issucs? By thus
shifling the topic of discussion from confemplative, metaphysical questions to the
pragmalic, practical questions of social practice, Rortyedan new pragmatic stance offers
inspirations and possibly new strategies for instituting change.

Now we can go back to the first complaint. Being (ruc to the radical spirit of
deconstruction, Culler accuses Rorty of putiing too much emphasis on the steadfastness
and exclusivily of the norm so as to leave no room for anvthing outside the norm.
Viewed in a certain light, this observation may be justificd, since Rorty doces put great
emphasis on the stability and uniformily within communitics, to the extent that he says
very little about the possibility of unorthodox tactics or dramatic changes. As a matter
ol fact, this is exactly the thorny point on which most of Rorty’s other eritics launch
their criticism of his conservative leanings. Yet instcad of harping upon Rorty's con-
servative tendencies, It might be morc beneficial to adopt the pragmatic stance and
drive Rorry’s liberalism to its logical and radical conclusions. In other words, we need
to investigate the ways in which fthe radical possibilities in Rorly’s thoughts can be
articulated.

k4!

Most challenges to Rorty’s political stance are best understood as efforts to amplify
the radical possibilities in new pragmatism. One friendly commentator, Alexander
Nchamas, recognizes that “there is a strong political element in Rorty’s pragmatism, in
his willingness to isolate epistemology from the rest of the culture of the bneglishten-
ment, and in his message ol social hope”; thus Nehamas suggests that Rorty go further
to “‘show how the institutional connections belween the various aspects of the
LEnglightenment can, as a matter of factl, be lossencd™ (412}, In other words, he hopes
Rorty will explore and maybe even induce change in the politics of epistemological
mvestigations.

Other challengers are more specific in their demands. Charles Eric Reeves, for one,
hopes Rorty would go bevond the level of language {or philosophy) to look at the
broader coniext in which discourses take place. Coming from a Wittgensteinian back-
ground, Rorty ol course understands that “to imagine a language means to imagine a
fom of life.”  Yet as Reeves notices, ““Too often what we find in Rorty is language
alone, language as a sclf-generated and cntirely reflexive phenomenon—tanguage, in
other words. identified as {(not with) forms of Life” (352}, 'that is to say, Reeves thinks
Rorty puts so much emphasis upon the diversity and plavfulness of language games that
it often seems that language has become all there is between communicating subjects.
And subjects seem to get involved in discursive gaimes merely because they want to keep
the language games going and to increase variety by constantly switching topics and
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vocabularies,  In pointing these things out, Recves hopes Rorty will hbecome more
Wiilgensteinian and explore the {orms of lifc that inform or motivate discoursing
subjects and their language activilies.

A third challenger hopes to move Rorly bevond the level of theorizing about the
POWCT maneuvers among communities and into examining the actual social practices
that make up thesc power mancuvers. Richard Bernstein thus zeroes in on Rorty’s
‘prevalent use of the concept of “social practices,”” as demonstrated in Rorty’s saying
such things as “the True and Right are matters of social practice™ and *justification is
a matter of social practice” (Philosophy 178, 186). The vagueness of “social practices”
and its frequent appearance without much explanation in Rorty’s writings worry
are {rcated as if they are given, as if they just take
place by themselves. What Bernslein urges Rorty to rellect upon is how social practices
“arc generated, sustained, and pass away’; furthermore, he also wants to know “how
they are to be criticized,” lor it is the criticisms that constitute opposilional social

Bernstein, because “‘social praclices’

practices which may induce more change {¥3).

The persistence of these challenges highlights Rorty’s rising importance as well as
his restlicnce to such radical criticism. It secms that some of Rorty’s points are so
salient and have produced such effects on the overall practices in the humanities that
the literary critics just could not afford notl paying aitention 1o him.® And they are
probably wise in pereeiving in Rortyean new pragmatlism a relevance for their own
field. For all its worth, new pragmatism’s attention to the social, the pelitical, the local,
the communal, the contingent, etc. holds out remarkable points of connection with
present tendencies in literary studies.

In an age that is becoming accusiomed to notions of deceniralized Truth, or of the
relativized and historicized naiure of knowledge, Rorty’s clfforts to emphasize the social
construction of knowledge, the need to dispense with the reign of Truth{lheory, and the
problematic relaiionship between knowledge and practice, offer to literary crilics new
strategies and new vocabularies to conduct their practice in manners relevant to the
postmodern world,  Furthermore, Rorty alerts us {o the observation that truth state-
meis invelve 4 lot more than innecent epistemological questions, that when arguments
over truth take place, they take place within contexts ol competing or opposing com-
munitics.  That is 1o say, it is because of the different interests, and thus views, of
involved communities that truth becomes a question/problem; a prohlem not to be
resolved by insisting on privileged postures or resorting to specific correspondence
theories of truth, but to be negotiated ihrough power mancuvers such as Rorty’s “'con-
versation.”
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T3

Fndnotes

This stratcgy of historicizing philosophical problematics is writien in the spiril
of Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of Sciemtific Revolutions (1967}, and to a
great extent, Rorty’s historical acceunt of the formation of the representational
theory of knowledge remains more or less within Kuhn’s terms. That is to say,
despite Bernstein's characterization of Rorty as someone who is deeply concerned
with pencral social practices, when it comes to historical explanations, Rorty limits
himself to what happens in the ficld of philosophy rather than going on Lo the
social context in which philosophical discourses take place, which is what Bernstein
would have liked to see Roriv do.

Words such as “‘good” or “best” do not carry the metaphvsical or ontological
connotations that traditional philesephy has granted them. In the language ol the
American classical pragmatists, these words simply meant “whatever works.”
In the language of Rorty, this rather vague description is given g philosophical
shade: * ... the test ol a philosophical theory ... is how well 1t coheres with the
best work currently being dene 7 (Texts and Lumps™ 14). That is to say, “the
best idea™ is ithe one that enjoys the highest degree of coherence in association
with cther ideas thal the community currently helds, and “good grounds for
assertions’” are those that cohere with other assertions that the community might
presently hold concerning the world.

It needs to be pointed out here that Rorty’s characterization ol literary culture
and poetry is of course an idealistic onc. For, hike philosophy, liferature culture
and poctry are also social institutions, subject to social sanction. In fact, the leng-
standing formalistic tendencies in literary studies and their search for the “real”
megning ol a text or its most accurate interpretation are likewise in desperaie necd
of Rorty's demystifying effort.

The title of the article is obviously a reference to Paul Feverabend's Agains:
Merthod (19783 in the hope that if may produce the same iconoclastic impact on
literary studies as leyerabend’s book has denc in the ficld of analytical philosophy.
Cornel West ferms Rorty’s neopragmaltism “a form of ethnocentric posthumanism”
(205} becuuse Rorty seems to assert the value and supremacy ol {American White)
bourgeeis capitalist society as the best lorm of society actualized to far. Such a
celebration of the existing power structure is distasteful to those who seek and
work toward change. But this does not mecan that Rorly’s brand ol new
pragmatism 1§ conscrvative by narure. As a matier of fact, it is the coniention of
this paper that new pragmatism can olfer many valuable strategies for literary
critics in such a lUme of increasing marginality, Similarly, by linking up with
radical politics, new pragmatism may very well be transformied in the process.
Such notions of transient positions and revisable practices are strongly implied in
Rorty’s concepts of “conversation™ and “alliances.”
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