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Introduction

The American philosophers Richard Rorty (1931–2007) and Stanley Cavell (b.1926) were close contemporaries. Both were deeply influenced by the analytic tradition that characterized American philosophy at mid-century and both came to reject this tradition’s exclusive emphasis on rigorous procedure and topical specialization. In contrast with prevailing disciplinary divisions between ethics, aesthetics and epistemology, the two philosophers advanced a capacious reconsideration of philosophical life and its richly interlinking spheres, concerning themselves continuously with the potential for philosophy in its post-analytic moment. And here, in the guiding thesis of this book, is where Rorty and Cavell significantly diverge. Rorty embraces cultural and political experimentalism, urging in an ironic spirit that we remain forever footloose in our abstract and worldly commitments. Cavell embraces romanticist redemption and an internalization of these same commitments as relevant and real. While one adopts a pragmatic strategy to surmount traditional philosophical problems and pursue political relevance, the other tackles the philosophical tradition head-on, fully internalizing the transcendentalist trust that we might work on and redeem ourselves in ways that are morally and politically pertinent.

Arguably, Rorty and Cavell represent American philosophical thought today at its most influential and at its most provocative. Their towering importance is evidenced by the increasing number of international conferences, edited collections, monographs and intellectual biographies devoted solely to their work.1 By the time of his death in 2007, Rorty was considered the most prominent philosopher at work in America. Cavell, equally, has achieved over the past 50 years a striking productivity and intellectual significance. His philosophical renown is nonetheless of a markedly different register from Rorty’s. While the latter has from his earliest work provoked comprehensive critical engagement from the left and the right, from disciplinary spheres as wildly discontinuous as pragmatist literary criticism and Bourdieuian sociology, Cavell has the dubious honour of inspiring at once obsessive admiration and widespread indifference. For readers merging mostly with the latter, there is a guiding sense that Cavell’s work is interesting and worthwhile enough, so far as it goes, but perhaps in the final analysis not really worth the effort. In the assessment of Stephen Mulhall, author of the most comprehensive Cavell monograph to date, ‘[The philosopher’s] work divides its audience . . . into those who have experienced conversion and those who see only the enthusiasm of a cult.’2 No doubt the contrasting receptions of Cavell and Rorty are at least partly accounted for by the availability and marketability of their respective oeuvres. While in his later writings Rorty embraces more and more the persona of the public intellectual, one who is self-consciously rousing and relevant and recognitive of a politically engaged and plural readership, it is arguable that Cavell’s own problematizations of voice and audience have culminated in a body of work particularly difficult to contextualize, to categorize or even to assimilate.

Heading up a dramatic intellectual resurgence from the early 1980s and onwards, Rorty is most usually identified with his own particular brand of neo-pragmatism. In a battery of journal articles and visiting lectures (later published as Consequences of Pragmatism and the four volumes of his Philosophical Papers), Rorty challenged the prevailing philosophical picture denigrating America’s native and once-dominant intellectual tradition as despairingly folksy and outmoded. In an intellectual climate dominated by the post-structuralist innovations of Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, Rorty made a plea for pragmatism as at once patriotic and prescient, finding in the writings of William James and John Dewey a thoroughgoing anti-foundationalism still opening to the spirited hopefulness of Western democracy. In the words of the intellectual historian, Robert Westbrook, ‘Rorty once again put pragmatism on the American intellectual map as a forceful and independent presence.’3

Like Hilary Putnam, his long-time neo-pragmatist contemporary and critic, Rorty developed an intimidatingly substantial body of work retrospectively credited with the rescue of pragmatism from intellectual decline. Consonant with these neo-pragmatist recoveries, he is probably best known for his radical take on questions of knowledge. There is no objective reality, Rorty would say, a reality somehow separate from our subjective picture of the world. There is no capitalized Truth, existing somehow over or above our human constructions. Updating the legacy of classical pragmatism, Rorty worked to sideline epistemology and metaphysics and to privilege in their place hermeneutic playfulness and linguistic self-creation. More interested in setting ideas to work than worrying too much about their metaphysical grounding, he attracted widespread criticism for perceived emotivism, instrumentalism, relativism and irresponsibility. Just 4 years before his death, he became the unlikely subject of a BBC 4 documentary, Richard Rorty: The Man Who Killed Truth.

Cavell is a controversial figure for very different reasons. Unlike Rorty, Cavell is driven by quite traditional philosophical problems. Specifically, he is obsessed with scepticism, with the question of whether, or more precisely how, one can have epistemic access to other minds or to other people. What is undoubtedly most original about Cavell’s work is its courageous exploration of scepticism not exactly as a philosophical problematic but more precisely as a cultural phenomenon. In a stunningly original body of work commanding the complex intellectual terrains of analytic and continental philosophy, romantic literature and Hollywood film, Cavell urges that scepticism is a painfully live and painfully quotidian human experience and it is to be diagnosed in the denials of Lear and Othello just as much as in the hesitancies of Cyd Charisse and Fred Astaire. Motivating this half-century critical contribution is a determined desire to test in the wake of modernism the very possibilities and provinces of philosophy.

Moreover, if Rorty’s nativist America finds philosophical expression in his neopragmatist reworkings of James and Dewey, Cavell is to be credited with the philosophical recovery of American transcendentalism via extended and very careful commitment to the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Again, philosophical scepticism is the prism for engagement as the transcendentalist emphasis on ‘the near, the common and the low’ underscores for Cavell the importance of everyday language and gesture as affirmative responses to scepticism in all its undermining force. Cavell’s Thoreau, for example, goes to Walden less out of overt political action or civil disobedience than a personal awareness of our need to find interest again in ordinary words and actions. There is a need to rediscover our world, in this picture, a need to dedicate ourselves again to the everyday forms we hold in common. Paradigmatic of a career-long earnest engagement with ‘the ordinary’, Cavell finds in Thoreau’s Walden less intellectual refutation of philosophical scepticism than romanticized response to human finitude.

Attempting to unpack the broader philosophical and intellectual shifts that provided such important contexts for Rorty and Cavell as intellectuals of the twentieth and early twenty-first century would be too ambitious an undertaking for a project of this size. At this juncture I offer instead an outline of the figures and themes that have proved particularly important. Rorty first came to international prominence as an analytic philosopher contributing to highly specialized debates in the philosophy of mind and language. Attracted in this professional orbit to the radical ideas of Willard Van Orman Quine, the later Ludwig Wittgenstein, Wilfrid Sellars and Donald Davidson – figures seeking characteristically to challenge from within the ambitions of analytic philosophy – Rorty’s work took an increasingly metaphilosophical turn. Famously proclaiming in Consequences of Pragmatism that analytic philosophy culminates in these same figures and so ‘transcends and cancels itself’ (CP, xviii), he recommended instead an intellectual practice that is therapeutic and anti-foundational, a philosophy seeking not to construct but to edify.

One of Rorty’s primary intellectual targets was any system-building philosophy that claimed fixed foundations as discoverable or important. In this spirit he was influenced further by the anti-foundationalism of Derrida and Thomas Kuhn.4 With intimidating scholarly command, Rorty ranged freely between analytic, continental and natively American traditions, proclaiming the three most important philosophers of the twentieth century to be Wittgenstein, Heidegger and Dewey. For Rorty, these disparate figures were, in fact, united in their understanding of the world and ourselves as a series of contingent redescriptions. All of these philosophers sought in a therapeutic mode to ‘redescribe’. By presenting, in place of the hackneyed and the unoriginal, vocabularies fresh and innovative, they aimed not exactly to argue but more precisely to persuade.

Cavell initially trained as a composer at the Juilliard School and found his way to philosophy under the lightning-bolt influence of J. L. Austin and his mid-1950s’ series of seminars at Harvard. In understanding the centrality of ‘the ordinary’ to Cavell’s work, the significance of Austin cannot be overestimated. Austin was primarily concerned with specific words in specific contexts, with what people actually do or say in this or that situation. In the panorama of ordinary language, he posited a sure source for the distinctions and connections long established by the human community – a sure source, moreover, from which this human community might grapple with the specificities of philosophy. Inspired in similar ways by the painstaking work of the later Wittgenstein, Cavell’s philosophical criticism developed Austin’s preference for the specific, highlighting ‘the ordinary’ as the nexus of everyday certainties and practices that make up our lives with language and with each other.5

Tending to find expression in the philosopher’s more poetic prose, the ordinary operates in Cavell’s work more accurately as a promise of redemption, something we cannot take for granted but must continuously quest after. His is a guiding intuition that definitions too strict or too final will overly strain or pressure and so the ordinary will slip tragically from our grasp.6 The ordinary is extraordinary, in other words. It is strong enough to hold us together but brittle enough to warrant reclamation every day. In readings first of Austin and Wittgenstein, and later of Emerson and Thoreau, such an unruly – such an unphilosophical theme – is sustained as something transcendental for our contemporary moment.

While Cavell and Rorty differ greatly in the philosophers and traditions of philosophy they choose to champion, a perhaps unlikely cluster of analytic, natively American and continental figures – Kant, Emerson and Heidegger; Wittgenstein, Kuhn, Derrida and Rawls – have proved important for both. As will become clear in the following pages, Rorty and Cavell’s differing interpretations of these figures illuminate in a very direct way the key differences between them. I argue that Wittgenstein, Emerson and Derrida are particularly pivotal. At the very least, in consideration of Rorty and Cavell on scepticism (Chapter 1), America (Chapter 2) and literature (Chapter 3), their respective interpretations of this trio prove in many ways to split the philosophical difference between them. Both philosophers share an interest in and a suspicion of the history of philosophy and both rewrite this history in ways surely apposite for their respective philosophical purposes. Interpreting particular philosophical figures in sympathy with their own philosophical commitments, and at the same time suggesting all philosophy as a matter of interpretation, such rewriting/re-reading makes a philosophical as well as a metaphilosophical point.7

Considering the scope and originality of their respective philosophical achievements, their shared historical context and disciplinary heritage, and their intersection at several key moments of philosophical procedure and concern, it is remarkable that a comprehensive engagement with Rorty and Cavell together has yet to appear. Still more remarkable is the lack of commentary, or even comment, on the philosophers’ tonal dissonance. Apart from a fleeting reference 20 years ago by Giovanna Borradori,8 the extraordinary discord between Rorty’s emancipatory irony and Cavell’s resolute romanticism remains unexplored. These critical lacunae might be accounted for by any one of a number of factors: Rorty and Cavell’s movement towards literature and film troubles any straightforward disciplinary consideration; critics most responsive to Rorty tend to be dismissive of Cavell (and vice versa); direct exchanges between Rorty and Cavell are surprisingly few. My book begins from this tonal discord to present the philosophers’ work in a novel and mutually illuminating perspective. I wish to argue that the interesting differences between Rorty and Cavell cannot be captured by philosophical analysis alone, that for a truly illuminating dialogue, you need to consider the figures’ place in American intellectual history as well as their idiosyncratic investment in contemporary culture and political theory. Given the schism between the figures’ natural audience, such reconsideration is particularly important. Arguably, Rorty’s work is resolved with greater ease into the disciplinary mechanisms of contemporary philosophy, while Cavell’s work opens more easily to scholars of literature and film.

As a helpful way of framing the key differences between Rorty and Cavell, I use in this book the motivating intellectual categories of ‘irony’ and ‘romanticism’. As irony and romanticism are central to the figures’ ideal images of philosophy and the philosopher, it is my guiding thesis that these categories are suitably specific yet suitably flexible enough to accommodate the many and complicated ways in which Rorty and Cavell come together and diverge. As one (irony) is generally understood as a rhetorical device and the other (romanticism) as an artistic-intellectual movement, irony and romanticism are of course not direct opposites. More important for the present purposes is that neither Cavell nor Rorty understands or uses the categories in their standard way. For both, irony and romanticism broadly indicate an attitude, a mode of conducting oneself in intellectual and everyday practice, a Wittgensteinian ‘form of life’.

A word first about irony. For Rorty, irony denotes a sanguine acceptance of self, language and community as thoroughly contingent (i.e. not necessary), an acceptance that one’s beliefs and commitments are neither naturally inevitable nor divinely ordained. Things could always have turned out differently. Irony implies a scepticism, in other words, a suspicion of any closed or ‘final’ vocabulary to which one might appeal in order to explain or fully justify one’s claims in the epistemological, moral or political life. Fully accepting the pragmatist contention that ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ are best viewed in terms of their practical application, Rorty’s ironists assert the implausibility of a reality independent of their own constructions. Believing that the world can never be described as it truly is, they are as a consequence always prepared to renounce their current working vocabulary for other vocabularies more attractive or useful. Ironists are, in Rorty’s words, ‘never quite able to take themselves seriously because they are always aware that the terms in which they describe themselves are subject to change, always aware of the contingency and fragility of their final vocabularies, and thus of their selves’ (CIS, 73–4).

Unsurprisingly, critics have objected to the emotional ethics of this picture. Typically, they take for granted that Rortyan irony involves an essential element of disengagement, one manifestly detrimental to human commitment and relationship. While Alasdair MacIntyre has argued most influentially that irony does not need to play ‘any part in our moral lives’, that far more central to morality are the combined virtues of ‘truthfulness and humility’, like-minded critics have posited irony as an obvious engagement of emotion before intelligence, a mode moreover of intellectual detachment.9 Though objections to the ironic attitude are many and various, these objections might nonetheless be summarized as follows: if the ironist is by definition never serious, the ironist is by definition never sincere.

In irony’s defence, Linda Hutcheon has drawn attention to the degree of disquiet it characteristically provokes. According to Hutcheon, if we think of irony in terms of its long history in political satire and invective, we can appreciate its potential not only to defuse but also to forcefully engage. On this model, Hutcheon writes, ‘there is an affective “charge” to irony that cannot be ignored and that cannot be separated from its politics of use’.10 With these same ‘politics of use’ in mind, I would suggest that any account of Rortyan irony cannot faithfully proceed without an underscoring of its internal relation not only to Rortyan contingency but also to Rortyan solidarity. As I will expand on at various points in this book (most specifically in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5), Rorty’s ironic attitude that ‘there is no metaphysical grounding for the beliefs and commitments we hold dear’ is always held in tandem with his liberal attitude that ‘cruelty is the worst thing that we do’ (CIS, xv). On this picture, recognition of contingency actually facilitates the complex process of adjustment and conversion (of personal outlook, of political stance) so central to democratic solidarity. Only in recognizing our own belief systems as ethnocentrically peculiar might we sensitize and open ourselves to the belief systems of others.

Associating Rorty too closely with irony as detachment belies not only his emphasis on solidarity but also his related attack on cynical knowingness, his attack on those leftist intellectuals who would renounce completely the worthiness of American patriotism and turn their energies instead to identity politics. Brenda Austin-Smith has argued that irony has replaced patriotism ‘as the last refuge of scoundrels, for it means never having to say you really mean it’,11 but Rorty’s writings, particularly from the mid-1990s onwards, demonstrate deeply rooted aspirations for country and citizenship. Again, contingency is key. The neopragmatist intellectual can believe in America as the greatest example of Western democracy ever produced, as a country of the future comprehensively captured in the secular envisionings of Walt Whitman and John Dewey, without having to ground this belief in anything eternal or unchanging. For the purposes of a spirited national pride it is enough to look to the future, to say confidently with Rorty that ‘America’ is a country in promise and that ‘America’ is yet to be fully achieved (AC, 1–39). Before we dismiss too hastily the potential for Rorty’s liberal ironist to be emotionally engaging and morally relevant, then, we might remember the philosopher’s careful commitments to liberal solidarity as well as contemporary patriotism. We might bear in mind Hutcheon’s insightful warning that irony far exceeds cynicism, that ‘any discussion of the politics of irony that ignores either irony’s edge or [its] wide and complex range of affective possibilities does so at its peril’.12

It is interesting that Austin-Smith’s characterization of irony (‘never having to say you really mean it’) exactly negates the title question of Cavell’s first published book, Must We Mean What We Say? For Cavell’s romanticized ordinary language, it is methodologically fundamental that claims to knowledge are authorized, if at all, from first-person experience. In striving to communicate our experiences as honestly and comprehensively as possible, the wager is that these experiences might count as exemplary for others. In linking this Cavellian commitment to romanticism, I follow Richard Eldridge in his understanding of romanticism as a persistent human effort, ‘the effort to envision human possibilities of the achievement of value, as these are achieved in an exemplary way in the career of a specially situated protagonist’.13 This foregrounding of exemplarity as well as individuality is important, facilitating as it does a productive correlation between romanticism’s artistic commitment to personal experience and anti-authoritarianism and Cavell’s ordinary-language emphasis on intuition and the individual speaker as representative. At the heart of both romanticism and ordinary language are resistances (or ‘aversions’, to borrow Cavell’s Emersonian term) to external fixity or authoritative closure. Compensatory for both are individual articulations and their illustrative power; in romanticism as well as in ordinary-language philosophy, the private imagination becomes legitimized as a critical authority.

While definitions of romanticism are many and varied, one might identify as normative a cluster of recurring concerns: (1) from nature and the self a feeling of loss and estrangement; (2) a related sense of quest, challenge and difficulty; (3) a faith in the magic or the power of everyday language and life; (4) a pursuit of the fixed and individual self; (5) an emphasis on expressiveness and emotiveness; (6) an emphasis on intuition and intensity; (7) an emphasis on reanimation and redemption. Certainly for Cavell these romanticist concerns are fully alive. As ever in his readings, the threat of scepticism is all-pervasive as romanticism presents itself most dominantly as a mode of recovering the self and the ordinary human voice from lostness or repression. While the quintessentially romantic figure is the wanderer, Cavell writes throughout his work of the ordinary as something we are in quest of, something to which we remain continuously in pursuit. Romantic overtones are audible not only in This New Yet Unapproachable America but also in Pursuits of Happiness, In Quest of the Ordinary and most recently in Philosophy The Day After Tomorrow. Cavell as romanticist philosopher journeys in search of new lands, new places for the imagination, new vistas for the soul.

Typically, the romantic self is presented as estranged from nature, but Cavell’s romanticism more typically finds expression in terms of our distance from the ordinary – and the necessity in turn of rendering everyday experiences fully animate and vital. In the readings of Emerson and Thoreau, of Coleridge, Kant and Heidegger, Cavell’s romanticist desire is to re-humanize the world, to illuminate our daily experiences as no less extraordinary because they are subjective and limited. What this means in practice is not entirely easy to say. It isn’t so much ‘redescription’ in its Rortyan sense as a patient describing of ordinary things and events in their studied simplicity. Intuition and emotion are consistently prized as Cavell offers in his romanticist interpretations a kind of personal accounting.

To take a particular example, in his essay ‘Texts of Recovery’, Cavell moves from Coleridge to Kant to Wittgenstein (and later to Heidegger to John Wisdom and to Wordsworth), but not by argumentative or inferential means. His connections are looser, more personal. As he writes of Descartes, ‘the most obvious description of these passages is to say that they constitute an autobiographical narrative of some kind’ (QO, 109). Persisting as an open question is the possibility of a mode of philosophical discourse extending beyond argument or inference and into the realm of personal or even aesthetic appeal. In the hope of another’s agreement, and in the full knowledge that one’s agreement is staked on merely personal grounds, one exposes one’s argument (and oneself) to rebuke.14

Eldridge sees the quintessential romantic as one in struggle, one labouring every day ‘to achieve, enact and sustain a critical authority that is always partial and problematic’. He recognizes nonetheless the related romanticist dangers of disengagement, ‘of mad, solipsistic preoccupation’.15 This preoccupation is of a different register from the detachment identified with Rorty’s ironist, though the emphases on self-indulgence and evasion are strikingly similar. Like irony, romanticism has always been faulted for subjectivism and irresponsibility, for too little attention to the social and political realities of everyday life. For all Cavell’s emphasis on the ordinary and the democratic, it is perhaps unsurprising, then, that some of the earliest charges levelled against his work stem from the philosopher’s perceived elitism and obfuscation. These charges contend that romanticist readings culminate inevitably in a rather limited or individualist philosophy, that Cavell turns ever inward in a project of self-fashioning.

I would counter that Cavell’s romanticism has a critical and a communal edge, that just as much as Rortyan irony, Cavellian romanticism effectively works as a mode of scrutiny. For Cavell, the romantic self always holds open the potential to be representative, and if the writings of this same self seem overly spiralling or self-conscious, this is at least partly justifiable by this self’s desire not to overcome but to preserve subjective struggle. The romanticist wager posits the articulation of one’s personal experience as fully exemplary for the articulation of others. This is just to say that the democratic self potentially founds the democratic community, an ideal fully captured in Cavell’s perfectionist promise. Romanticism thus allows for precision, for specificity, for very practical recommendations in life and in learning.

In Rorty’s irony and Cavell’s romanticism, there is a shared stress on the linguistic, a shared drive to redeem or to redescribe language because of its perceived enslavement to our institutions or to our culture. While for Rorty, ‘the poet is the maker of new words, the shaper of new languages’ (CIS, 20), for Cavell, words have lost their place and it is the task of a romanticized philosophy to find a home for them. Thus, Rorty’s call for the necessity of redescription might productively be aligned with Cavell’s stress on the need to reinhabit and redeem our shared philosophical vocabulary. Cavell and Rorty both point to the centrality of the literary in any philosophical endeavour. Both advocate a vision of philosophy as a stimulus for human and communal change, a catalyst for intellectual transformation. A shared emphasis on the virtue and necessity of the creative, of the power and scope of the human imagination, is a further point of correspondence between the two.

Such overlap alerts us already to the potential difficulties in thinking of irony and romanticism as polar or even as dialectical opposites. At least part of the difficulty here is that both Cavell and Rorty understand irony (and romanticism) in such different ways. Rorty’s irony recommends self-creation and self-fashioning. Always recognizing her own self as a product of contingency and social construction, Rorty’s ironist is liberated into redescription and recreation. For her, there is no essential self, no essential language or community, and the freedom to improvise is nothing short of intoxicating. Cavell’s irony, on the other hand, involves not self-creation but self-negation. Correlated with a false or debased perfectionism, ‘irony’ in his readings of the Hollywood film melodramas refers to potentially false or misleading descriptions of the self. Demonstrating invariably the dominion of men over women, irony in the Cavellian corpus most usually signifies the failure of one Hollywood spouse to listen to another or the human failure in general to adequately acknowledge or respond. Expressions are ironic if they are not fully meant – or if they are meant fully enough but only in order to belittle. If irony for Rorty is activist and forward-looking, irony for Cavell marks negation and avoidance.

Perhaps more challenging for the present intellectual purposes is that Rorty and Cavell always exceed and sometimes straightforwardly negate the working labels of ‘ironist’ and ‘romantic’. It is safe to say that Cavell will never likely align his voice with the figure of the ironist. In his late writings, on the contrary, Rorty is very keen to identify his impulses with American as well as European romanticism.16 I return to this development in my concluding chapter. Another pitfall of the comparative methodology is the obvious temptation to fit the two figures into the slots originally allocated. Hence, the potentially playful sides of Cavell are in danger of being slighted, as are Rorty’s more anxious registers. I single out for Rorty his autobiographical confessions in ‘Trotsky and the Wild Orchids’, and for Cavell his cheeriest registers in Pursuits of Happiness.17

For any comparative study, there is the requirement for common terms, those already there or discovered later on in the act of juxtaposition. Part of my hope in reading Rorty with Cavell is that both philosophers speak directly to, and not just past, each other. I hope to elucidate, for example, what Rorty might make of ‘the ordinary’ and how Cavell might redescribe Rortyan ‘contingency’ and his central schism between public and private. Whether in practice this amounts to a privileging of one over another philosophical vocabulary remains, of course, to be seen. Primarily it is my hope that the working framework of irony and romanticism – the colourful caricatures, one might say, of Rorty as irreverent demystifier and Cavell as earnest engager – presents both philosophers in a new and mutually illuminative light.

More than this, it is my hope that a comprehensive analysis of these particular philosophical players will offer real insight into the ongoing development of Anglo-American philosophy. While Rorty’s move towards literature and cultural politics embodies his rejection of philosophy as a distinct discipline and his call for intellectuals to embrace a ‘post-philosophical’ culture, Cavell’s engagement with literature and film is symptomatic of a more internal disciplinary critique. Cavell wishes to question philosophy, certainly, but he wishes also to remain within philosophy’s earshot, to stay responsive to philosophical texts and tradition. When seen from a disciplinary perspective, the intellectual strategies of Rorty and Cavell thus represent the available choices of contemporary philosophers in the post-analytical moment. And with these available choices and strategies in mind, we are led finally to question: which, if any, is ultimately better? Should we, with Cavell, pursue fitter coherence in our revised commitments or, with Rorty, always in philosophy and in general culture ‘let a hundred flowers bloom’ (CP, 219)? Is it best to advocate playful irony or serious romanticism? And from where if anywhere can we begin to adjudicate? With particular focus on two contemporary champions of cultural critical discourse – of philosophy as properly philosophical only when edifying and transformative – the following chapters press these issues and more.


1

Return of the Invisible Tomato

The only people who go all existential about the invisibility of the rest of the tomato are lecturers in epistemology who relieve the classroom tedium by hype.

(CP, 181)

Stanley Cavell has spent a lifetime exploring the anxieties and negotiations of philosophical scepticism. Richard Rorty dedicated a parallel 30 years persuading Cavell and his peers to simply drop the question. For Cavell, scepticism is a perennial temptation revealing fundamental philosophical truths about our human predicament. For Rorty, it is a pseudo-problem derived from confusion about the nature of knowledge; it finds its only significance for reasons of historical and disciplinary contingency. Scepticism’s relevance to everyday and cultural life and the stability of its meaning in the history of modern thought are further points of friction between the two. Influencing writing style and methods of procedure, as well as most dearly held intellectual and political commitments, it is not only a topic of disagreement between Rorty and Cavell but also a measure of their fundamental philosophical distance.

The figures’ engagements with scepticism present distinct analytical challenges. Cavell’s writings on the topic are notoriously complex, conveying both the deceptiveness and the necessity of the sceptical question. Scepticism is explored in his writings less as a philosophical problem in need of solution than as a cultural theme emergent in texts as diverse as Shakespeare’s Othello and Minnelli’s The Band Wagon. Rorty, on the other hand, tends not to engage at all with sceptical disquiet but to focus on the demystification of the broader epistemological enterprise. This project is inaugurated in his ground-breaking work, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979), and continued in the essays of Consequences of Pragmatism (1982), Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989) and the four volumes of his Philosophical Papers (1987–2007).

Moving from Cartesian and Kantian philosophy into the epistemology of the early and mid-twentieth century, this chapter will outline the figures and arguments that have proved most influential for Rorty and Cavell’s contemporary treatments. With subsequent attention to Rorty’s important reviews of The Claim of Reason and In Quest of the Ordinary, Rorty and Cavell’s treatments of scepticism will be examined separately and then together. In the concluding pages, the significance of their divergence on scepticism will be considered in light of the philosophers’ contrasting receptions of the later Wittgenstein.

Scepticism and modern philosophy

In the tradition of modern epistemology inaugurated by René Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) and continued in the writings of John Locke (1632–1704), what is fundamentally in question is the ground of our certainty. How can we be absolutely sure of our claims to knowledge? How can we be absolutely sure, to use the twentieth-century example of H. H. Price, that the tomato in front of us is not in fact a reflection, a hallucination or a cleverly painted piece of wax? Extending from external world to ‘other minds’ scepticism, how can we be absolutely sure of the existence of other people? On what rational or empirical basis do we believe that the external world (if it exists at all) is populated by other minds possessed of a complex internal life and a complex extended past? Perhaps, in fact, the ‘other minds’ to whose judgement we might appeal in radical moments of hesitation or reservation have actually more in common, metaphysically speaking, with tomatoes? Am I, in fact, a tomato?

Just like tomatoes, there are many different ways in which philosophical scepticism can be classified. In ancient philosophy, a working distinction is usually drawn between ‘moderate’ Academics (who distinguish between degrees of credibility) and more ‘radical’ Pyrrhonists (who suspend judgement on all matters ordinary and theoretical). Thanks to the extensive research of Charles B. Schmitt and Richard H. Popkin, ancient scepticism is now recognized as central to the development of early modern philosophy.1 Complex strains of both ancient schools are inherited, though modern distinctions are more usually drawn between ‘veil of perception’ scepticism (scepticism that concerns the potential of human representations to frustrate unmediated access to the external world; this is the very paradigm of scepticism for most Anglophone philosophers) and ‘Humean’ scepticism (scepticism that concerns our ability to extract general laws from particular instances; based on the work of David Hume, this mode of scepticism has major ramifications for the philosophy of science).

In Kant and Scepticism, Michael Forster distinguishes between ‘veil of perception’, ‘Humean’ and ‘Pyrrhonian’ scepticism, each mode of scepticism of varying importance for Kant’s critical project.2 Forster’s schema illustrates the difficulty of drawing any strict and final distinctions between scepticism in the ancient and scepticism in the modern sense. Modern writers are varyingly influenced by ancient schools of thought, themselves increasingly diversified and modified by modern dissemination and interpretation. Considering the contemporary understanding of the term, analytical lines are even more blurred. As James Conant writes, ‘ “scepticism” refers not just to one particular philosophical position but rather to the wider dialectical space within which philosophers occupying a range of apparently opposed philosophical positions (realism, idealism, coherentism etc.) engage one another, while seeking a stable way to answer the sceptic’s question in the affirmative rather than (as the sceptic himself does) in the negative.’3 Conant himself delineates two varieties of modern scepticism – ‘Cartesian’ and ‘Kantian’ – in order to better illuminate contemporary debates (98). I offer in this section a brief outline of the arguments (pertaining directly to scepticism) of Descartes and Locke; of H. H. Price and G. E. Moore; of Ludwig Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin. It is these arguments that have had the most impact on Rorty’s and Cavell’s contemporary engagement.

With the broad outlines of his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) familiar to most, Descartes uses scepticism as a method to dismiss its own existence. Systematically doubting that any of his beliefs are true (e.g. that he is not actually sitting in his chair, that he is not actually perceiving a piece of wax), he strips his belief system to the absolutely indubitable. Attempting to doubt his own existence, he finds that the statement ‘I exist’ is impossible to doubt and is therefore absolutely certain. Proceeding to establish the existence of God, Descartes rebuilds his belief system on absolutely certain foundations. This system of certain belief includes the existence of an external world and the dualistic distinction of the immaterial mind from the material body.

Locke rejects scepticism by a detailed empirical excavation of our mental faculties. Working on a similar dualism to Descartes’, his monumental Essay Concerning Human Understanding outlines the mind’s ability to abstract non-material ideas from a material reality. Such ideas are caused by and represent the objects that cause them. Locke thus holds a representational theory of perception. Given the ambition of his project, it is striking that Locke does not account for this causal relation in any great detail. He focuses rather on the general machinery of ideas and their formation in the mind: ideas can be simple or complex and can be arrived at either by sensation or by reflection.

Though his project emphasizes the limits of human understanding (what we can in good faith claim to know as well as what we cannot), Locke rejects scepticism as an all-encompassing concept. It is perhaps unsurprising, however, that later interpreters attribute to Locke a sceptical stance. Most famously, Bishop George Berkeley assigns to Locke the ‘veil of perception’ thesis (where the perception of ideas blocks or at least mediates human perception of the external world). For Berkeley, mind-independent material objects are impossible and unknowable.

David Hume proceeded to carry both Locke and Berkeley’s empiricism to the logical extreme of radical scepticism, calling into question even more of our common-sense beliefs about the source and support of our sense perceptions. Repudiating completely the possibility of certain knowledge, Hume argued convincingly that cause and effect in the natural world is not a matter of certainty but a habit of thinking based upon repeated observation. This so-called ‘problem of induction’ is the cornerstone of his epistemology. Kant asserted that it was an encounter with Hume’s sceptical puzzlings that awoke him from his own ‘dogmatic slumbers’, reframing the sceptical debate by distinguishing between the realm of noumena (things in themselves) and the realm of phenomena (things as they appear). In his scheme of ‘transcendental idealism’, we have cognitive access to phenomena but not to noumena. Existing as it does outside space, time and our categories of understanding, the world of noumena is not so much unknown as unknowable.

Moving into the early twentieth century, G. E. Moore opened his most famous paper, ‘Proof of an External World’ (1939), with a quotation from Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason: ‘It still remains a scandal to philosophy . . . that the existence of things outside of us . . . must be accepted merely on faith, and that, if anyone thinks good to doubt their existence, we are unable to counter his doubts by any satisfactory proof.’4 Like Kant, Moore sought to demonstrate the existence of external objects. While retaining the force of the sceptical challenge, he sought to retain our commonsense understanding of our epistemic relationship to the world. In the 1940s and 1950s, it was Moore’s common-sense approach that was reconfigured by philosophers of ordinary language (most notably by Norman Malcolm and Alice Ambrose), though the ordinary language interpretation was vigorously repudiated by Moore himself. His common-sense philosophy was the main influence, however, on J. L. Austin. In Sense and Sensibilia, Austin criticized the sense-data theory of perception, the doctrine that we never directly perceive material objects but only sense-data. Austin further argued that an inquiry into the sources of the sceptical conclusion was ‘a matter of unpicking, one by one, a mass of seductive (mainly verbal) fallacies, or exposing a wide variety of concealed motives – an operation which leaves us, in a sense, just where we began’.5 In his article ‘Other Minds’, Austin attempted to illustrate how the standard philosophical inquiry deviates from our normal practices.

Traditional sceptical recitals are also critically examined by the later Wittgenstein, who suggests their persuasive force and momentum as nothing more than a bewitchment of the intelligence. Questioning whether I am in fact a tomato is just the sort of metaphysical bewilderment we find ourselves in, Wittgenstein urges, when entering into an abnormal linguistic practice and reflecting upon our existence at a remove from ordinary contexts. Philosophical problems such as the problem of scepticism arise, Wittgenstein urges, ‘when language goes on holiday’.6 In place of a competing philosophical theory, Wittgenstein counsels instead for the idea of philosophy as therapy – an approach meant not to refute the sceptical dilemma, exactly, but to free us from its grip. What is in point here is our everyday ways of using language, everyday ways from which philosophy has consistently deviated.

Cavell and scepticism

In a philosophical career dating from the 1950s to the present, and in disciplinary engagements with romantic and modernist poetry in addition to Shakespearean tragedy and Hollywood film, the single most pressing concern for Stanley Cavell is the shape and range of philosophical scepticism. As he writes in direct response to Rorty, ‘My sense of what I want from my writing is the registration at all times of what I have called the threat, or menace, of scepticism.’7 Cavell’s earliest paper, ‘The Availability of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy’ (1962), challenged the interpretation of David Pole presenting Wittgenstein as a refuter of the sceptical paradox. ‘The Avoidance of Love’ (1967), written under the shadow of the Vietnam War, confirmed Cavell’s preoccupation with sceptical themes as it gestured to the development of an increasingly idiosyncratic philosophical voice. These essays (later collected, together with pieces on Beckett and aesthetics in Must We Mean What We Say?) were followed in 1979 with The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Scepticism, Morality and Tragedy, a reworking of Cavell’s doctoral thesis. The Claim of Reason stands to this day as Cavell’s most extended attempt to come to terms with the threats and ongoing temptations of scepticism. Central to his procedures is an excursus on the ordinary language philosophy of J. L. Austin and the later Wittgenstein.

In Part II of The Claim of Reason, Cavell’s interpretations of Wittgenstein and Austin dovetail with a detailed critique of traditional epistemology. In comparison with Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, what is striking is Cavell’s more diagnostic approach. Cavell’s is a critique less focused on individual figures and arguments of the tradition than on the spirit in which such a tradition proceeds. He does mention Descartes, at points, quoting at length from the First and Second Meditations, but his discussion explores in most detail the divergence between the ‘traditional’ epistemological philosopher and the philosopher of ordinary language. Mindful of the pitfalls of uncritical acceptance, Cavell is at pains to track the precise nature and extent of this divergence. Distinctive of his procedures is a continuing desire to give both the sceptic (construed as the philosopher of traditional epistemology) and the anti-sceptic (construed as the philosopher of ordinary language) a sympathetic hearing.

There are at least two aspects of traditional epistemology that Cavell is fundamentally at odds with:


	that the failure of a particular claim to knowledge can cast suspicion on knowledge as a whole;

	that generic objects are always the object of investigation.



With respect to the first aspect, Cavell draws attention to everyday cases of epistemological unreliability. Here, claims to knowledge of a particular fact (that a jazz band on the radio is in fact ‘Goodman’s band from around 1939’) or the particular significance of a phone message (that its number is definitely that of a friend’s hotel) turn out to be, in retrospect, mistaken. Cavell urges that in such cases of mistaken inference or assumption we certainly draw the moral of our own fallibility (‘maybe I shouldn’t leap so quickly to conclusions’, ‘maybe I just don’t know that musical genre as well as I used to’, ‘maybe I should stop taking things for granted’). However, it would be peculiar in these cases to draw the moral of radical or metaphysical scepticism. It would be peculiar to conclude that the failure of knowledge in a particular case leads to the failure or impossibility of knowledge in general. It is for this reason that Cavell characterizes the epistemological recitals of Descartes, Moore et al. as ‘phenomenologically unfaithful’ (CR, 142). These recitals simply do not align with everyday experiences of claims to knowledge and their limitation, a limitation more accurately characterized as disappointed acquiescence rather than radical despair.

Specifically in his discussion of the emphasis on generic objects in traditional epistemology (point 2 above), Cavell finds in Austin a companion critique. In place of those items historically summoned by the sceptic’s recital – tables, chairs, envelopes, pencils, pieces of wax, tomatoes – Austin focuses on the claim to knowledge entered in the case of a specific example: ‘there is a goldfinch in the garden’. In the case of identifying the goldfinch in the garden, Austin argues, it is clear that one’s failure to know for certain carries no implications for knowledge as a whole. Such failure would at most indicate either a personal lack of specialist knowledge (my inability to differentiate between a goldfinch and, for example, a robin) or a lack of optimal viewing conditions (my own poor eyesight or my distance from the bird). The crucial point is that we can describe quite easily the particular factors that would have made knowledge possible or at least more likely. As Cavell parenthetically lists, ‘the bird could have been closer, stood more still, stayed longer; the light could have been higher, or more even; I could have been better trained etc.’ (CR, 134).

Contrastingly, in the case of generic objects, no such additional descriptions or improved situations will help. Appealing to the case of ‘a tomato’, ‘a table’ or ‘an envelope’, we simply do not know what would count as proof of these objects’ existence. Questions of reality, as Cavell writes elsewhere, are simply not settled in the same manner as questions of identity. It is at this point that we realize that criteria ‘come to an end’ or, at the very least, that ‘there are no criteria for a thing’s being so over and above the criteria for its being so’ (CR, 51). As Cavell via Austin is at pains to illustrate, this fundamental difference between knowing what a thing is (knowledge as identification or recognition) and knowing that it is (knowledge as existence or reality) is a difference not taken into account by the philosopher of traditional epistemology. It is the former sense of knowledge, and decidedly not the latter, that is normally carried in our everyday practices of language and behaviour.

In addition to muddling the ‘is’ of existence with the ‘is’ of identity, Cavell pinpoints a further blind spot of the epistemological tradition. This is the philosopher’s very questioning of existence under circumstances in which normally there is no doubt. What prompts such a general worry, Cavell asks, given that it is not some particular desire for knowledge? The suggestion here is that scepticism is a framework of thought brought by the philosopher in advance of his sceptical recital, that the philosopher must have begun with the idea of knowledge as somehow unstable or amiss. Invoking Descartes on this point, Cavell writes: ‘ “Dare to believe your body” is the command of someone who views us as doubting our bodies, harbouring a suspicion, or fantasy, that, as I have put it, my body is not mine, not my original. As if to say: Descartes’s trick of doubting the existence of his body came long after he had already in practice denied its existence; at best he epitomizes an intellectual labour of millennia’ (CR, 393). It has long been the practice of philosophers of epistemology – particularly in the modern tradition, on Cavell’s schema, though the above excerpt extends his argument to the ancients – to begin with, to fantasize about or to desire doubt, well before any stable grounds for doubt were actually established. Cavell concludes that scepticism and attempted solutions to scepticism are ‘lessons in hypocrisy: providing solutions one does not believe to problems one has not felt’ (CR, 393).

Cavell’s navigation between the philosophers of traditional epistemology and the philosophers of ordinary language is a careful one. He is not claiming logical or philosophical dominance for one side over the other: rather, ‘one side is as right and as wrong as the other; they are talking past one another’ (CR, 146). To give both the sceptic and the anti-sceptic a voice, indeed, is to enact the themes of language and community that are so central to his philosophical vision. Most particularly, Cavell is keen to defend the epistemological tradition against the supposed accusations of ordinary language (i.e. that the traditional philosopher is overly scientistic, operating at a remove from our ordinary contexts of language and behaviour, speaking ‘outside language games’, incapable of really meaning what he says). Seeking to complicate such characterizations, Cavell urges that thinkers in the line of classical epistemology, thinkers from Descartes and Locke to Moore and Price, cannot simply be dismissed as offering overly technical or overly scientific abstractions. Rather, these thinkers actually begin ‘from what seem to be facts of such obviousness, employ examples of the homeliest extraction and considerations whose import anyone can grasp who can speak’ (MWM, 60). Cavell urges that there’s much more going on in classical epistemology than a simple avoidance of language games.

The very power of the appeal to ordinary language, as Cavell is only too aware, is its dependence on the fact that any master of a language might function as a benchmark for the ordinary, as a touchstone for ‘what we say when’. His use of words and phrases is both an individual instance of and a general corroboration for the workings of a particular language game. Understanding this, we can see why Cavell is at pains to explain exactly why a master of a language (i.e. a philosopher of traditional epistemology) might speak ‘having changed the meaning of a word or [having] emptied it of meaning altogether’ (CR, 166). Cavell grants the absurdity of suggesting that the philosopher is simply not in complete control of what he says.

Eventually, however, Cavell does come to the conclusion that the traditional epistemologist cannot fully mean his words, that his claim (though not fully unnatural) is not fully natural either. Such a conclusion is earned in the wake of a detailed excursus on Wittgenstein and language. Central to Cavell’s discussion here is the notion of ‘projecting’ a word into a new context and the attendant notions of ‘tolerance’ and ‘stability’. What happens during the sceptical recital, in Cavell’s diagnosis, is that the philosopher projects words into contexts that simply cannot tolerate them; his words do have a sense but this sense is incomplete or unnatural. ‘We can fully imagine a master of a language,’ Cavell writes, ‘under the pressure of philosophical meditation, to have failed to see his mastery failing him’ (CR, 132). Another way Cavell expresses this point is by saying that the philosopher both ‘ “must” and “cannot” mean what he says’ (CR, 225) – ‘must’ because he is a master of his language; ‘cannot’ because of how far this removes him from the ordinary, from his investment in and responsibility to everyday practices of language and behaviour.

Cavell’s progression, then, is a bit more complex than straightforwardly arguing that the philosopher uses words in ways he cannot mean. His motivation or temptation for doing so is what Cavell is at pains to illuminate. This motivation, described variously as a ‘fantasy’ or a ‘desire’, an inclination to begin from a position of radical doubt, is located in the very particular concept of knowledge developed by the Cartesian tradition. This tradition views knowledge not as identification or recognition but as a matter of certainty, of the accumulation of facts revelatory of the world’s existence.

In the writings of the later Wittgenstein, this view of knowledge is radically destabilized. In line with his emphasis on therapy over theory, and his companion emphasis on the everyday contexts of language and behaviour, Wittgenstein shifts the focus from knowledge as statements of fact (and the accumulation of true facts as the only path to certainty) to knowledge as a matter of judgement (of skill, getting to know, or learning). Our knowledge is governed not by evidence, he urges, but by knowing in the first place what would count as evidence. What Wittgenstein focuses on, in other words, is criteria – the everyday means by which the existence of something is established or denied. Types of things criteria are called on to determine range from whether someone really feels pain to whether they really hold such and such an opinion. In such everyday cases, as Wittgenstein reminds us, the inquiry shifts from ‘Can we be certain?’ to ‘What would it take to convince us?’

Fully taking in the significance of this Wittgensteinian revolution, Cavell follows this emphasis on judgement and criteria to completely recharacterize the sceptical question. In theory, the most that criteria can provide is near certainty. What finds emphasis in Cavell’s reading of Wittgenstein, however, is not the limitations of criteria but the extent to which we are in agreement in them, the astonishingly complex background against which our everyday judgements take place. As Cavell writes:

We learn and teach words in certain contexts, and then we are expected, and expect others, to be able to project them into further contexts. Nothing insures that this projection will take place. . . . That on the whole we do is a matter of our sharing routes of interest and feeling, modes of response, senses of humor and of significance and of fulfillment, of what is outrageous, of what is similar to what else, what a rebuke, what forgiveness, of when an utterance is an assertion, when an appeal, when an explanation – all the whirl of organism Wittgenstein calls “forms of life.” (MWM, 52)

In other words, although we might be hard-pressed to account for these judgements rationally – to ground them in theories of mind or knowledge – they nevertheless reveal an extraordinary depth of mutual attunement. Wittgenstein’s manner of phrasing this is to say that we agree in rather than on language. As Cavell writes:

In judging (saying something true or false) you have to be able or willing to judge a contraction of the face as a wince, to recognize a smile as forced, to find a slap on the forehead to express the overcoming of stupidity by insight, a fist to the heart to express the overcoming of stiff-neckedness by contrition, a tone of voice to be that of assertion. (CR, 35)

It is this establishment of shared criteria, grounded in nothing more than human convention, that allows us to think and to communicate in language. Our relation to the world is not exactly one of knowing but more precisely one of mutual attunement, a revelation glossed in Cavell’s writings as ‘the truth in scepticism’.

With this in mind, Cavell counsels neither calm acceptance of, nor theoretical solutions to, the sceptical dilemma. Rather, he finds in the later Wittgenstein – as he finds in ordinary language philosophy and American transcendentalism – an entirely new sense and significance for what scepticism is. Scepticism emerges as a permanent possibility revealing both human limitation (our natural distance from absolute certainty) and human exceptionality (our natural intimacy with the world and each other). Of course, there is a distinction to be drawn here between scepticism in this Cavellian sense and the scepticism of modern epistemology. As detailed above, this latter sense is characterized by Cavell as ‘unnatural’, as exemplifying a fundamentally human wish to repudiate conventional givens. Ultimately this amounts to a rejection of our mutual attunement. Such rejection, Cavell writes, ‘begins in casualness but it continues in drivenness and hauntedness, finding rest (such as it will be) in a particular structure from within which language seems a prison, a wasteland’ (QO, 147). Accordingly, Cavell characterizes as unnaturally sceptical the hazardous attempts of Descartes, Locke and others to place human language and communication on an immediate and more ‘certain’ footing, one avoiding the disorderly aspects of everyday expression.

Cavell counsels instead for a complete and courageous acceptance of the finite human condition. The moral he draws from Wittgenstein is that philosophical therapy is designed not to dissolve but to bring us to a fuller understanding of sceptical doubt. Cavell’s strategy here is paradoxical: he strips sceptical doubt of its power precisely by showing that it is right (i.e. that we can never be ‘certain’ of the pain of other people). According to this diagnosis, the sceptic’s doubt results from a misunderstanding of the truth she discovers. Cavell writes: ‘What the sceptic opens my eyes to is the knowledge that this is the best – the occurrence of this tree, of that stone, at that distance, in this light, myself undrugged and unhampered, in the best of health’ (CR, 432–3). It is a conclusion echoed over 10 years later when Cavell writes, in In Quest of the Ordinary, that ‘the world is Eden enough, all the Eden there can be’ (QO, 52).

Paradoxically, then, Cavell takes scepticism both as a standing threat (challenging our everyday intimacy with the world) and a continuous necessity (recalling us to our own finitude). His distinction between scepticism’s natural and unnatural modes avoids this paradox but only to a certain extent. It is not always clear in Cavell’s writings that such a distinction is being maintained as it is distinctive of his procedures to allow both understandings of scepticism to coexist. Cavell will define scepticism, then, both as an argument that ‘must begin . . . and have no end’ and as a perverseness, a hypocrisy, ‘the recoil of a demonic reason, irrationally thinking to dominate the earth’ (QO, 138). Distinctive also is Cavell’s romantic interpretation of the sceptical problem. It is in his emphasis on intimacy over immediacy, particularly, that the lines of scepticism and romanticism are found to converge. In Cavell’s reading, philosophical romanticism is an attempt to recover intimacy with the everyday world. Such recovery of the ordinary is urged not as a refutation of, but as an enabling response to, what scepticism threatens.

The connection between scepticism and romanticism is illuminated in most detail in Cavell’s 1989 book, In Quest of the Ordinary: Lines of Skepticism and Romanticism. Bringing into dialogue such unlikely figures as Descartes, Emerson and Poe (Chapter 3) and Coleridge, Wordsworth and Heidegger (Chapter 5), it becomes clear in these readings that Cavell’s understanding of romanticism is a very idiosyncratic one. ‘One can think of romanticism,’ Cavell writes, ‘as the discovery of the everyday as an exceptional achievement’ (CR, 463). What these writers have in common, in other words, is an impulse in their writings towards reawakening and revival, towards the rescue of human expressiveness from its philosophical and cultural suppression. ‘Much of the poet’s energy has to be spent in a kind of re-seduction (as does much of the energies of Heidegger, and of Wittgenstein, not to say Freud),’ Cavell writes, ‘because our powers of being drawn from elsewhere (‘we come from afar’), of being interested, in heaven or in earth, are deadened. Otherwise we would not require birth, or poetry, or philosophy’ (QO, 75). Cavell’s interpretation of romanticism thus echoes Wordsworth’s call to the romantic poet ‘to make the events of common life interesting’. In both readings, it is the promise of romanticism to stun sleepy thought into renewed mindfulness.

Recovering the ordinary is not a one-off theoretical achievement but a practical labour that must be enacted anew each day. Cavell’s romanticism, similarly, is not a historical entity but a current of thought running through all literary-philosophical endeavours. What stands to be achieved in this daily labour is self-knowledge, an understanding only achieved through constant and careful internal critique. At issue is the recovery of one’s human voice for and by oneself; the very imperative of human existence, Cavell writes, ‘is that it must prove or declare itself’ (QO, 106). For Cavell, then, scepticism is much more than a problem of knowledge. Rather, it displays an essential part of our human condition, our drive to deny and to attempt to escape our own limitations – to deny the complexity, in fact, of ourselves and of other people. This idiosyncratic interpretation of philosophical scepticism has taken Cavell from the silences of Lear and Cordelia to the hesitancies of Fred Astaire; thus epistemology is extended in his work into the complicated realm of human interaction and avoidance.

Rorty and scepticism

In stark contrast to Cavell’s anxious excavations, Rorty does not take epistemological scepticism very seriously. Indeed, Rorty rarely concerns himself with scepticism at all, concerned as he is to challenge the broader epistemological enterprise. His ground-breaking Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) presents this challenge in its most detailed and most passionate form. It is a challenge renewed and redescribed in subsequent decades, marking Rorty’s most controversial contribution to twentieth-century philosophy.

In the story that Rorty tells, ‘epistemology’ or ‘theory of knowledge’ names the dominant philosophical genre of modern times; this dominance, moreover, is nothing more than the product of historical contingency. How philosophy as epistemology gained currency and respectability from the seventeenth century onwards is the subject of detailed exposition in Rorty’s second and third chapters. Rorty urges that the ‘epistemological turn’ was largely based on two assumptions: first, Descartes’s construction of ‘the human mind’ as a distinct field of study and the subsequent assumption that the external world can only be known via internal representations (the mind is ‘the mirror’ of nature); and second, Locke’s assumption that mental representations are causally produced. These assumptions formed the primary basis for two related conceptions of intellectual progress: first, that epistemology promises a secure foundation on which to establish with certainty the nature, origin and limits of what we can know; and second that philosophy-as-epistemology emerges not only as distinct from the sciences but also as their theoretical underpinning.

Another way to characterize Rorty’s main thesis is to say that epistemology in general – and the problem of scepticism in particular – presupposes what he calls ‘representationalism’. On this model, the human mind arranges or deciphers what is presented by reality; mind ‘mirrors’ matter. Even the supposed successors to philosophy-as-epistemology, named by Rorty as empirical psychology and philosophy of language, remain within the Cartesian consensus by taking philosophy to be, fundamentally, the study of representing. However, in Rorty’s story, the development of philosophy in the twentieth century – most prominently Sellars’s attack on ‘the Myth of the Given’ and Quine’s critique of the analytic-synthetic distinction – illustrates the contingency of such dominant metaphors and distinctions. As Sellars and Quine demonstrate, Rorty urges, it is simply impossible to capture with absolute accuracy a reality that is ‘out there’, to separate our knowledge claims from the everyday contexts in which they were made. It is simply impossible to establish a permanently neutral matrix within which to evaluate beliefs or to conduct inquiries.

Knowledge is not a matter of ‘getting reality right’, as Rorty later puts it, but ‘a matter of acquiring habits of action for coping with reality’ (PP1, 1). Indeed, the sense given to ‘knowledge’ by the Cartesian tradition, where knowledge is defined as the ability to clothe ‘our direct acquaintance with special felt, incommunicable qualities in words’ (PMN, 110), is wildly misleading. Encouraging us all to slough off the epistemological enterprise, Rorty is far less concerned with traditional epistemological quandaries than with the value commitments that shape a liberal democracy. It is a central aspect of his philosophical programme to prioritize democracy over philosophy and to encourage a companion move from epistemology to ‘hermeneutics’. Not exactly a replacement for epistemology, Rorty defines hermeneutics as a way to keep the conversation going, ‘an expression of hope that the cultural space left by the demise of epistemology will not be filled’ (PMN, 315).8

This outline in mind, we can understand Michael Williams’s characterization of Rorty not as an epistemological sceptic, exactly, ‘but rather a sceptic about epistemology’.9 Rorty views scepticism as a problem expressly created in order to validate the existence of the epistemological tradition. Why else, Rorty wonders, would all philosophers suddenly start dreaming the same dream? ‘Why did the theory of knowledge become something more than the languid academic exercise of composing a reply to Sextus Empiricus?’ (PMN, 223). The very idea of a ‘theory of knowledge’ emerges as neither attractive nor necessary unless we are bewitched by an optional picture. ‘Scepticism and the principal genre of modern philosophy,’ Rorty concludes, ‘have a symbiotic relationship. They live one another’s death and die one another’s life’ (PMN, 114). With this accusation in mind, we might take Williams’s characterization one step further and describe Rorty as a thoroughgoing ‘sceptic about scepticism’. Scepticism for Rorty (to paraphrase his famous comment on the concept of truth) is not an issue for which we need a philosophically interesting theory. It is not an issue to be worried about in the first place.

In his more recent essay, ‘Antisceptical Weapons: Michael Williams versus Donald Davidson’ (1998), Rorty responds directly to Williams’s own writings on scepticism. Notable for its detailed engagement with contemporary debates, this essay forms part of a cluster (‘Truth and Some Philosophers’) where Rorty takes on such notable analytic contemporaries as Crispin Wright, Hilary Putnam, John Searle, Charles Taylor, Daniel Dennett, Robert Brandom and John McDowell. The upshot of these engagements is Rorty’s dismissal of certain analytic research programmes as ‘misconceived’. His primary thesis is consistent with that advanced in Mirror: that the correspondence view of truth does not stand in need of replacement, that ‘truth’ is not something we need to have a philosophically interesting theory about. In Rorty’s summary, these essays ‘take up what some philosophers have said about truth in the hope of discouraging further attention to this rather unfruitful topic’ (PP3, 11).

Rorty’s essay on Williams and Davidson begins in praise of Williams’s book Unnatural Doubts: Epistemological Realism and the Basis of Scepticism. In Rorty’s estimation, Williams’s refutation of the epistemological sceptic is ‘genuinely novel, and very powerful’ (153). Challenging Barry Stroud’s influential claim that Descartes’ dream-possibility illuminates our ordinary standards for knowledge, Williams’s response is that such epistemic standards are not, in the first instance, in need of illumination. Williams argues that ‘there is no such thing as “human knowledge” or “our epistemic position” or “our view of reality” ’ (154). Before his sceptical recital can get off the ground, then, the sceptic needs to justify these and related commitments; the sceptic needs to establish ‘human knowledge’ as a suitable topic for assessment. Williams’s switching of the burden of proof in this manner is precisely in line with Rorty’s ongoing emphasis on the sceptical problem as optional or misguided. External to the artificial and technical context the sceptic creates, Rorty and Williams concur that the sceptic needs to demonstrate why exactly we should be worried. Rorty also cites with approval Williams’s argument that scepticism is caused by the interaction of ‘the objectivity requirement’ (the requirement that the knowledge we explain is that of an objective world, independent of our subjective experience) and ‘the totality condition’ (the condition that all our knowledge be examined at once).

In Rorty’s reading, Williams’s book provides a successful riposte to scepticism, sufficient reason ‘to ignore the epistemological context within which Descartes and Stroud work’ (161). Still, Rorty has reservations about Williams’s particular theories of knowledge. He argues that Williams is still ‘bewitched’ by epistemology, still in thrall to the idea that human knowledge is a fruitful philosophical topic. Such an objection is brought to the fore most forcefully in Rorty’s comparison of Williams’s arguments with those of Donald Davidson. Specifically, Rorty urges that Williams does not fully appreciate the significance of Davidson’s attack on the scheme-content picture nor his causal account of the nature of belief. Davidson is not trying to answer the sceptic directly, as Williams seems to think; rather, ‘he is trying to undermine the sceptic’s idea that we can know what our beliefs are without having a lot of true beliefs about the causal relations between those beliefs and the world’ (158–9). Because he does not acquiesce to the causal theory of belief, Rorty argues, Williams still seems to think that a division holds between ‘scheme’ and ‘content’, that ‘we can know the content of our intentional states without knowing what causes them’ (160). Thus, continues Rorty, Williams, in fact, subscribes to the very foundationalism he himself is critical of. He is not in the position he thought he was; he is not in the position to so easily slough off the objectivity requirement. In Rorty’s reading, Williams seems nostalgic for some form of naturalized epistemology, ‘even after urging us to give up the idea that human knowledge is a natural kind’ (163).

What is striking about Rorty’s engagement with Williams is the respect it shows for Williams’s arguments as well as the arguments Williams seeks to refute. In other words, Rorty’s essay demonstrates a marked respect for the arguments of the epistemological sceptic. This respectful engagement contrasts sharply with the ‘Carnapian scorn’ (Hilary Putnam’s words) of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, a work shamelessly dismissive of traditional philosophical distinctions. Rorty is later regretful of this tendency to dismiss. ‘I should not have spoken of “unreal” of “confused” philosophical distinctions’, he writes, ‘but rather of distinctions whose employment has proved to lead nowhere, proved to be more trouble than they were worth’ (PP3, 45). Rorty accepts Putnam’s charge of ‘Carnapian scorn’, then, and in the later work is certainly willing to concede that scepticism is more than a ‘pseudo-problem’ of philosophy. Still, he nonetheless holds that scepticism has not proved itself fruitful or in any way illuminating – that Putnam goes too far ‘when he follows Stanley Cavell in saying that “the illusions that philosophy spins are the illusions that belong to the nature of human life itself” ’ (46).

Rorty’s direct engagement with Cavell on the topic of philosophical scepticism takes the form of an extended review of The Claim of Reason. As one might expect, Rorty has little time for scepticism as experienced and articulated in Cavell’s writings. Specifically, Rorty argues that Cavell moves too easily from scepticism in the technical to scepticism in the existential sense, switching ‘with insouciance’ (CP, 181) between epistemology and romance. There are conceptual distinctions to be drawn, Rorty argues – distinctions captured in the differences in tone and concern between the writings of Price, Kant and Sartre – distinctions that Cavell neither mentions nor seems at all concerned about. ‘I do not see how he can connect Pricean puzzles about getting from perceptions to non-perceptions with either Kantian longing or Sartrean terror’ (CP, 182), Rorty writes. Moreover, argues Rorty, Cavell does not argue for such connections but takes them for granted. Not all writers on scepticism respond to its discovery in the manner Cavell characterizes, as ‘catastrophic in its implications, overturning what we all, until now, believed as completely as we believed anything’ (Cavell, cited in CP, 180). It is far more likely, in Rorty’s interpretation, for thinkers such as Locke and Hume to think of scepticism’s consequences as ‘annoying’ or ‘unfortunate’ (181).

Rorty might be correct in his portrayal of Locke and Hume. Certainly, Locke would never have considered his work to have ‘discovered’ scepticism; his mechanistic outline of our epistemic relation to the world was intended as an empowering rather than a limiting procedure. Indeed, Locke left it to later interpreters to draw any sceptical conclusions from his work. Hume was a more complicated case. Although Humean scepticism was to have major ramifications for twentieth-century epistemology and the philosophy of science, Hume himself argued that extreme scepticism should be rejected, since ‘no durable good can result from it’. He counselled instead for a more moderate or ‘mitigated’ scepticism, one cautioning modesty in our judgements and restricting speculations on scepticism to abstract reasoning. ‘Of any book containing theological or metaphysical discussion,’ Hume famously remarks, ‘Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.’10 Hume’s sceptical findings did not, in Cavell’s terms, have ‘catastrophic’ implications, as Hume was able to draw a distinction between how we behave in the study and how we behave in the external world. As Landesman and Meeks eloquently put it, ‘It is as if [Hume] advocates a controlled dose of scepticism to inoculate us against the more virulent, crippling forms of Pyrrhonian doubt.’11

At a later point in his review, Rorty similarly accuses Cavell of conflating three different senses of scepticism: (1) scepticism created by an analysis of perceptual certainties, (2) scepticism created by the perceived gap between language and the world and (3) scepticism expressed by a sense of the precariousness and arbitrariness of existence. There is a marked difference in tone, Rorty urges, between proponents of (1), (2) and (3). Sartre might take the consequences of scepticism as catastrophic but Price, surely, would not (CP, 179–80). As Rorty reflected on Claim in his later review of In Quest of the Ordinary, Cavell’s earlier book misguidedly strained to find tragic import ‘in what persisted in seeming mere classroom exercises’.12

Given Cavell’s emphasis on the ear, the voice and most markedly the sound of academic philosophy, it is perhaps ironic that Rorty takes him to task for missing modulations in philosophical tone. Cavell’s response to Rorty does not directly take on this objection. He does not justify his movement between the different senses of scepticism, at least as Rorty conceives of them. Indeed, for Cavell, such a justification is simply unnecessary. He sees no clear distinction between existential and epistemological scepticism; he sees instead a shared denial of the human condition. This understanding is evident in his detailed attention to the precise temptations that cause the traditional epistemologist to begin from a position of radical doubt and in his insistence on the internal connection between the four parts of The Claim of Reason.13 Were he drawn on the issue, presumably, Cavell would claim to find both in Sartre’s Nausea and Fichte’s Impressions the same fundamentally human tendency towards denial. Essentially this is his romantic interpretation of philosophical scepticism, an interpretation so internal to his writings that it is not always directly asserted. Such lack of direct assertion is what Rorty has in mind, no doubt, when charging Cavell with taking connections for granted – with conflating Price with Kant, Sartre with Hume.

It is difficult to adjudicate here. Is it clear that Cavell needs to differentiate between different senses of scepticism? His failure to do so certainly makes it difficult to locate his work within the parameters of contemporary epistemological debate. The contrast in tone and concern between his work and that of influential writers on scepticism – as Conant summarizes, those debating between ‘realism, idealism [and] coherentism’ – is stark, and it is telling that Peter Klein, in the most recent survey of contemporary scepticism, doesn’t reference or mention Cavell at all.14 Only Barry Stroud, a philosopher concerned with the significance of philosophical scepticism, engages Cavell directly.15 Paradoxically, Cavell’s more global understanding of philosophical scepticism makes it difficult for philosophers to include his work in the critical conversation.

Perhaps more to the point, however, whether one agrees with Rorty that Cavell needs to differentiate between different senses of scepticism will depend on whether one finds Cavell’s idiosyncratic interpretation of scepticism – ‘the task of grasping the consequences of one’s own finitude’ – convincing in the first place. Cavell characterizes Rorty’s pragmatism as an avoidance of this task, a ‘false relief’ from its destructive consequences. ‘In the incessant, inattentive forces and effects of ordinary exchanges in which most of life is spent,’ he writes, ‘where we sense ourselves lost, our intelligence baffled, a further reflectiveness is in demand.’16 Cavell would urge that insisting too rigidly on a distinction between scepticism as technical perceptual puzzlement and scepticism as existential despair misses completely this necessary reflectiveness. It renounces or at least demeans the quest for certainty – not certainty concerning the world as it is ‘in itself’, a certainty ridiculed as much by Cavell as by Rorty – but certainty concerning ‘our fundamental convictions concerning the way our lives are’ (161). This, for Cavell, is to give up seriousness in our judgements.

Cavell and Rorty on scepticism

On the issue of philosophical scepticism, what is perhaps most striking about Cavell and Rorty is the marked disparity of philosophical posture as well as position. By ‘posture’, I mean to suggest the philosophers’ emotional as well as intellectual deportment. Rorty holds himself aloof from the entire epistemological enterprise, finding in scepticism neither conceptual nor spiritual impediment. Cavell wholeheartedly embraces the issue as a live and pressing concern. Indeed, his understanding of what scepticism threatens becomes internal to his development as a philosopher. Rorty writes, in his review of Cavell’s In Quest of the Ordinary, that finding significance in scepticism ‘has been Cavell’s lifework, the central project of all his books’.17

Of course there is a methodological contrast to be drawn between Rorty’s sweeping narratives (of the history of modern philosophy) and Cavell’s detailed excavations (of ‘the specific plight of mind and circumstance’ (MWM, 240) attending the philosopher of traditional epistemology as well as the philosopher of ordinary language). Cavell has no faith in the possibility of philosophical progress reliant on refutation of the sceptical premise. If we are to accept the sceptic’s starting point, he urges, we have already gone too far. It is in line with his encouragement that we all ‘get over’ the tradition of modern epistemology that Rorty’s preferred style is brisk, almost cajoling, while Cavell’s internalization of the issue lends to his writings an unrivalled intricacy, even tortuousness. The philosophers’ modes of presentation are entirely in tune with their intellectual postures towards scepticism, whether anxious or blasé.

Interestingly, Cavell and Rorty are united in their critique of a Cartesian tradition seeking to establish a certain picture of knowledge as not only dominant but necessary. In his more critical use of the term, Cavell characterizes as ‘sceptical’ the hazardous attempts of Descartes and Locke to place human communication on a more rational footing. Such attempts lead us to speak, as Cavell quotes Wittgenstein, ‘outside language games’. For Rorty, this picture of language mirroring the world is not only optional but profoundly misleading. It creates more problems than it solves. In his review of Cavell’s The Claim of Reason, Rorty picks up a central thread of his own Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature – that the tradition of modern epistemology, in establishing philosophy as underlabourer of the sciences, is designed to justify its own existence. Claiming this commonality between his work and that of Cavell, Rorty holds back from absolute agreement. ‘I think that Cavell is dead right in analyzing the Cartesian project as an expression of this need to transcend our condition, but I think that he oversophisticates his point’ (CP, 184). Indeed, in response to Cavell’s taking for granted the larger significance of the sceptical problematic, Rorty urges that he is ‘professional’ in just the way he accuses other philosophy professors of being so (CP, 181).

Both Rorty and Cavell criticize certain tendencies and trajectories in traditional epistemology. Arguably, however, Cavell’s insights are harder won. He doesn’t reject outright the arguments of the traditional epistemologist but works to diagnose the specific temptations leading this figure to argue as he does. Only by unearthing these specific temptations might a properly ‘formidable criticism’ (CR, 38, 165, 214; MWM, 257) be advanced. This critical ideal extends to all of Cavell’s work, as he seeks to unearth ‘the specific plight of mind and circumstance within which a human being gives voice’ (MWM, 240) to whatever he is trying to say or do. The philosopher must try to understand an argument from the inside, must try to push all the way through to what is really being said or meant.

Of significance here is Cavell’s insistence on the naturalness of the sceptical impulse, an emphasis underlining the fundamental connection in his work between romanticism and scepticism. As Stephen Mulhall writes, ‘just as the aim of ordinary language philosophy is to restore the words used by philosophers to their everyday contexts in human life, so Cavell attempts to return a familiar philosophical problematic to the realm of ordinary human experience from which it can and does grow, and thus to demonstrate that it has more than a purely academic significance.’18 Unconcerned with such detailed diagnoses, Rorty straightforwardly claims that the epistemologist’s mis-step is his reliance on a representationalist picture. Thus, the reasons for scepticism’s sway are entirely historical and contingent. The neatness and force of Rorty’s reasoning contrast starkly with Cavell’s decidedly more subtle progression, culminating eventually in a complex picture of the traditional epistemologist and his motivations. Unlike Rorty, Cavell cannot simply ignore the traditional epistemologist’s request for certainty.

Cavell’s desire to unpack the naturalness of the sceptical impulse is a revealing point of correspondence between his work and that of Barry Stroud. Both philosophers urge if not the truth then at least the meaningfulness of philosophical scepticism. As Stroud phrases it, ‘whatever leads us to ask philosophical questions at all must be something pretty deep in human nature’.19 On this understanding, scepticism calls for recognition rather than refutation, acceptance rather than answer. Speaking more generally about philosophical problems, it is Stroud’s claim that the practice of too hastily adopting a philosophical answer might in fact conceal the lesson ‘that a deeper understanding of the source of the problem could reveal’ (xi). Interestingly, James Conant makes a related claim in his introduction to Hilary Putnam’s Realism with a Human Face. Unless one examines the precise character of the seductiveness of a particular philosophical position, Conant writes, ‘one’s gesture of rejecting the picture will inevitably represent a further form of participation in it and victimization by it’.20 Similarly, Stroud writes that many philosophers who show little interest in scepticism ‘are in fact committed to it by their own theories of knowledge’.21

Rorty, of course, would have no patience for such arguments, no truck at all with comparisons between the motivations of philosophical therapy and the motivations of psychoanalysis. This much is evident in his scathing response to Conant:

When Conant speaks of the “inevitability” of participation and victimization, he draws on an analogy between philosophical therapy and psychoanalysis – an analogy that turns on the notion of “the return of the repressed” and that both Cavell and Derrida have developed in detail. The idea is that it is terribly difficult, and probably impossible, to avoid “complicity” with phallogocentrism (Derrida) or scepticism (Cavell) or some other theme of the philosophical tradition. These are supposed to be as hard to wriggle out from as are one’s childhood’s myths about one’s parents. (PP3, 46)

Rejecting outright this supposed difficulty, Rorty recommends not studied concern but active liberation from the themes and temptations of philosophical scepticism. We must ‘do our own level best to escape them’, he writes, ‘to forget them actively by getting involved with new themes, and by talking in ways that make it hard for those old themes to come up’ (PP3, 47).

Neither Cavell nor Rorty views scepticism as a philosophical problem in need of solution. The former is certainly moved, however, to offer an enabling response. Such response is rooted in responsibility, in the ongoing sense that scepticism calls for our attention, demands our notice. Cavell thus urges our renewal of interest in the ordinary practices of behaviour and language; the ‘ordinary’, in this conception, is understood in terms of a romanticized quest. It is not something that we can take for granted. Indeed, the ordinary eludes our grasp. In its very familiarity it radically problematizes the self’s intimacy with the world. Rorty would characterize such romanticist worries as still dependent upon a representationalist picture. Specifically, he would reject the significance of the ordinary as Cavell conceives of it. ‘The Ordinary’, Rorty writes, ‘strikes me as just the latest disguise of the ontos on’,22 ‘an explanation of the obscure by the more obscure’ (PP4, 167). The suggestion here is that Cavell’s understanding of scepticism betrays his retrogressive slide into metaphysics, his desire to focus philosophy yet again into the pursuit of the ineffable. In place of renewed attention to the disappointments and limitations of the everyday, Rorty counsels instead a complete changing of the subject, a happy transcendence of outmoded concern. While Cavell’s writings on scepticism capture aspects of our human experience ‘more personally engaging, albeit more critically disappointing’,23 Rorty’s rhetoric is one of liberation and release.

At least one reason for this rhetorical disparity is Cavell’s particular emphasis on other minds scepticism. In Cavell’s understanding, scepticism regarding other minds is a deeply existential problem; it speaks most directly to our capacities as empathetic and sympathetic beings. To view scepticism as a theoretical puzzle, then, amounts to a misguided intellectualization of an existential predicament. More than this, it amounts to a wilful, a wilfully damaging, avoidance. Cavell diagnoses a number of important asymmetries between scepticism as it relates to other minds and scepticism as it relates to the external world. None of these asymmetries are of interest to Rorty.

The problem of other minds is first taken up in Cavell’s 1969 essay, ‘Knowing and Acknowledging’ (MWM, 238–66). Cavell begins by emphasizing, as he does in Claim, that the appeal to ordinary language is not meant as a head-on refutation of the sceptic. Rather, this appeal is meant to recognize the sceptic’s position as intelligible. ‘Scepticism may not be sanity’, Cavell writes, ‘but it cannot be harder to make sense of than insanity, nor perhaps easier, nor perhaps less revealing’ (MWM, 240). What is important, once again, is an uncovering of the temptations and circumstances that lead the sceptic to argue as he does. The central point of Cavell’s essay is the contention that acknowledging is an interpretation of knowing – that part of knowing another is our ability or willingness to respond to them as another. We are ourselves responsible for the existence of others, in other words, and our failure to live up to this responsibility constitutes our daily enactment – our ‘living’ – of the sceptical predicament. Cavell puts the point as follows:

A “failure to know” might just mean a piece of ignorance, an absence of something, a blank. A “failure to acknowledge” is the presence of something, a confusion, an indifference, a callousness, an exhaustion, a coldness. (MWM, 264)

This tendency to live our scepticism forms the basis of the connection Cavell wishes to draw between scepticism and tragedy, and between philosophy and literature. Indeed, Cavell holds a more general intuition that the problem of other minds ‘is known’ to literature just as much as it ‘is known’ to philosophy (QO, 154–5); in order to fully discover the problem, he confesses himself ‘constantly pushed’ towards works of literature (CR, 476). In his later work this impetus translates into an exhaustive reading of Shakespearean tragedy where the tragic consequences of scepticism are revealed via the betrayals of Othello and Desdemona and the silences of Lear and Cordelia. If external-world scepticism cannot be lived for fear of crippling insanity or psychosis, other-minds scepticism must be lived for my relationships with other people to be in any way meaningful or true.

Writing of Cavell and the truth of scepticism, Edward Minar makes the important point that Cavell saying there is a truth in scepticism is not the same as Cavell saying that scepticism is true.24 Cavell acknowledges that we cannot be said to know with certainty of the existence of other minds but he also acknowledges, as Minar points out, that we cannot be said to fail to know. Our relationship with things in the world is not accurately captured by this model of knowledge as identification. Rather, it is more accurately characterized as an experience of intimacy. We are near to or next to the things of the world. We are not separate from them as suggested by the Cartesian subject/object model. Once again, Cavell is not saying that scepticism is true but that there is a truth in scepticism. ‘To see Cavell as accepting, in some fashion, the sceptic’s doubts,’ as Minar writes, ‘is to read him through sceptical lenses’ (220).

Indeed, with certain inflections it could be argued that of the pair the more traditionally sceptical figure is Rorty. Michael Williams has argued convincingly that Rorty’s irony (as elaborated in his 1989 book, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity) is scepticism under another name, that the pragmatist outlook Rorty recommends ‘has a lot in common with what Hume and Nagel think of as scepticism’. Indeed, Williams continues, ‘Rortyan irony recapitulates point for point the structure of Humean scepticism’.25 The point here is that Rorty’s ironist as vividly aware of the groundlessness of her commitments. Rorty’s ironist holds radical and continuing doubts that her vocabulary successfully captures what is actually the case. Just as Hume finds scepticism in the study, then, and certainty everywhere else, Rorty’s ironist (if she is also to succeed as a public liberal) must confine her irony to the private sphere. Only by doing so can she function at all as an engaged member of the liberal democracy. This, at least, is Williams’s critique, which concludes in its exposure of the paradox Rorty commits himself to: ‘it is surprising to find Rorty flirting with a neo-Humean outlook. This outlook involves finding a kind of truth in scepticism. But scepticism is something we are supposed to have put aside, having come to see it as an artefact of ideas about knowledge and truth that we would be better off without.’ (74). Rorty would respond, of course, that his central concept of irony is completely independent of epistemological commitment. There is no theory of truth here, Rorty would say, not even a relativist one. Again, Rorty would insist that Williams succumbs to a latent foundationalism.26

Cavell and Rorty on Wittgenstein

Cavell’s and Rorty’s inheritance of the later Wittgenstein goes some way towards explaining their fundamental difference in philosophical tone and concern. As a pragmatist, of course, what Rorty is concerned with is the utility of Wittgenstein’s writings, their ability to inspire new vocabularies and directions of thought. Of this utility, his late essay ‘Wittgenstein and the Linguistic Turn’ (PP4, 160–75) offers two competing interpretations. The first privileges Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophical remarks (his identification of philosophical problems with diseases of thought calling for a form of therapy); the second privileges Wittgenstein’s view of language as instrumental social practice. Rorty favours the second interpretation, aligning the instrumentalism of Wittgenstein with the pragmatism of John Dewey. Both figures, at least in Rorty’s reading, debunk conventional paradigms of ‘truth’ and ‘necessity’ and focus instead on philosophy as harbinger of cultural change. Furthermore, Rorty sees Wittgenstein as ridiculing the very idea of philosophical answers to perennial philosophical questions. Writes Rorty in Consequences of Pragmatism:

If we stop thinking of Wittgenstein as the anthropocentric theorist who said that necessity comes from man, and start thinking of him as the satirist who suggested that we get along without the concept of necessity, then we might have fewer dilemmas about what sort of a discipline philosophy was, but only at the cost of being dubious about its very existence. (CP, 27)

It becomes clear as this essay develops that Rorty and Rorty’s Wittgenstein do not consider this cost prohibitive. If ‘the end of philosophy’ signals the end of a particular set of philosophical problems conceived as eternal and immutable, then it can only be a positive development. The problems we have hitherto considered as canonical can be set aside rather than solved theoretically. As Rorty elaborates, ‘[Wittgenstein] does not say: the tradition has pictured the world with gaps in it, but here is how the world looks with the gaps closed. Instead he just makes fun of the whole idea that there is something here to be explained’. (CP, 34)

A key essay, ‘Wittgenstein, Heidegger and the Reification of Language’ (PP2, 50–66), offers further insight into Rorty’s understanding of Wittgenstein. In the story that Rorty tells, the later Wittgenstein develops an increasingly casual attitude towards philosophy. Specifically, Wittgenstein unites with Quine and Davidson in his desire to liberate philosophy from an idealized conception of philosophy as philosophy of language. Language, for Rorty’s Wittgenstein, has neither a structure nor a purity; it is not ‘a bounded whole’ with ‘conditions at its outer edges’ (56). At least to this extent Cavell’s Wittgenstein would concur. As Cavell writes in Claim, ‘Wittgenstein has no philosophy of language at all. He can better be read as attacking philosophy’s wish to provide theories of language . . .’ (CR, 15). Rorty urges that Wittgenstein moves increasingly towards naturalism, coming to see ‘language’ as referring straightforwardly ‘to the exchange of marks and noises among human beings for practical purposes’ (PP2, 63). The naturalism Rorty ascribes to Wittgenstein concedes that anything could have been otherwise, that ‘there can be no conditionless conditions’ (PP2, 55). This later Wittgenstein is interested not in language as reified form but in language as instrumental social practice.

Cavell’s Wittgenstein is strikingly different from Rorty’s. While Rorty characterizes the rhetorical questions of the Philosophical Investigations as ‘a move away from precision, away from argument’ (CP, 20), Cavell is more likely to conceive of this late Wittgensteinian style as illustrative of a new form of philosophical precision – a new form for philosophy to take. In this reading, the Investigations’ idiosyncratic style is central to Wittgenstein’s idiosyncratic method, a method of ‘self-knowledge’ rather than argumentative precision (MWM, 70). This is a style and a method decidedly not demonstrative of an increasing casualness in professional attitude. Indeed, for Cavell’s Wittgenstein, self-knowledge is a central topic of philosophical investigation; Cavell writes that ‘the nature of the self . . . is one of the great subjects of the Investigations’ (68). Of course, this emphasis on the self is involved with the emphasis on criteria and scepticism, with human convention as the only source of epistemic authority. In these related emphases Cavell pictures Wittgenstein as strikingly at odds with the standard trajectory of modern philosophy, strikingly out of tune with the increasing concentration on ‘the knowledge of objects . . . not the knowledge of persons’ (68). Holding to a an unapologetic anti-essentialism, Rorty would of course disagree that Wittgenstein is concerned with self-knowledge. There is no such thing as ‘the self’, Rorty would say, and his Wittgenstein would concur; our deepest self-understanding is nothing more than the product of accidental historical and cultural factors.27

In Cavell’s understanding, the Wittgenstein of the Investigations is not concerned with a sloughing off of traditional philosophical problems. Cavell’s Wittgenstein responds to scepticism as a philosophical problem that is alive and compelling. Moreover, though unlikely to marshal the term ‘anthropocentric’, Cavell finds most significant in Wittgenstein his emphasis on the extraordinary depth of human attunement. Such attunement in practices of language and behaviour – criteria communally agreed upon though never objectively ratified – is extraordinary, in Cavell’s understanding, though it is nonetheless limiting. There is nothing underneath or beyond our linguistic and behavioural structures conferring a non-human meaning upon them. There is only ourselves. The responsibility for meaning therefore rests on our shoulders alone.

As Sandra Laugier argues, the power of Cavell’s reading of Wittgenstein is its insistence on the profoundly problematic character of our appeals to convention.28 Laugier’s key point here is that Austin’s and Wittgenstein’s ‘agreement’ is not founded on inter-subjectivity: ‘it is not founded on a “convention” or on any actual act of agreeing, entered into by already civilized speakers’. In this sense, Laugier continues, ‘it has nothing to do with the “solidarity” invoked by Richard Rorty’, (85) nor, we might suggest, with the inter-subjectivity of Habermas’ ideal speech situation. If not based on convention, then, we are led to ask with Laugier what exactly this agreement amounts to. Where precisely is the basis of its authority? For Cavell, Laugier concludes, the absence of definite foundation does not necessitate outright scepticism but a recognition of our agreements as at once powerful and delicate.

Understanding this, we can see why Cavell would be uncomfortable with Rorty’s Wittgenstein as naturalized philosopher, one viewing language as unproblematic or instrumental. As Rorty writes of Putnam, Cavell would be deeply uncomfortable with ‘this idea of humans-as-more-complicated animals’ (PP3, 48). That criteria and language are profoundly problematic – are profoundly disappointing – is the alternative moral Cavell draws from the Investigations. As he writes, ‘That the justification and explanation we give of our language and conduct, that our ways of trying to intellectualize our lives, do not really satisfy us, is what, as I read him, Wittgenstein wishes us above all to grasp’ (CR, 175). This dissatisfaction is alternatively characterized as ‘the failure’ of criteria; as Cavell puts it, the most that Wittgensteinian criteria can or are meant to provide is ‘near certainty’ (CR, 40). Because criteria can never guarantee that our words fully capture our inner experience or the inner experience of others, our relationship to the world is not accurately characterized as one of certain knowledge. Scepticism thus emerges in Cavell’s Wittgenstein as alive and compelling, as ‘a natural possibility’ (47) of the human condition.

Cavell’s Wittgenstein is fully aware of human limitation. He is fully aware that our ordinary ways of thinking and speaking are both essential and disquieting. This limitation is not conceived in his work as an obstruction to knowledge, however, but as actively constitutive of how we think and communicate. Cavell elaborates on this point in Must We Mean What We Say?:

[Wittgenstein] wishes an acknowledgment of human limitation which does not leave us chafed by our own skin, by a sense of powerlessness to penetrate beyond the human conditions of knowledge. The limitations of knowledge are no longer barriers to a more perfect apprehension, but conditions of knowledge uberhaupt, of anything we should call “knowledge”. (MWM, 61)

Wittgensteinian criteria do not confer certain knowledge, then, but they do confer the conditions that make knowledge possible. There is a ‘necessity’ to criteria, indeed, ‘a concept of necessity’, as Cavell writes, ‘not tied to the concept of certainty’ (CR, 40). In line with this emphasis on necessity, Cavell will claim for Wittgenstein ‘the sense in which human convention is not arbitrary but constitutive of significant speech and action’ (CR, 168). This is an important point of disagreement with Rorty. Rorty would urge that human convention is entirely arbitrary, that there is nothing at all necessary about how we communicate. This recognition of arbitrariness is central to Rortyan ‘contingency’, a happy posture of liberation and release.

It is interesting that Cavell and Rorty concur in their recognition of groundlessness. In Consequences of Pragmatism, Rorty writes: ‘there is no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating a practice, no standard of rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argumentation that is not an appeal to our own conventions’ (CP, xIii). Where the figures part ways is in the conclusions they draw. Groundlessness for Rorty heralds emancipation. It frees us from inherited identities and opens up endless vistas of productivity and play. Groundlessness for Cavell heralds disappointment. It reveals our relation to the world as one radically and continuously under threat. This threat cannot simply be shaken off but must be continuously acknowledged and worked through. The job for Cavell is to preserve the meaningfulness of our words and our selves in light of scepticism and its tragic possibilities. We can thus appreciate the significant distance between Rorty’s Wittgenstein (as cheerful satirist) and Cavell’s Wittgenstein (as anxious romantic). Both Cavell and Rorty acknowledge Wittgenstein’s centrality in modern philosophy. Both construe his writings on the model of their own intellectual self-image.

Another way to characterize Rorty’s and Cavell’s differences on the topic of Wittgenstein is to analyse their conceptions of Wittgensteinian therapy. For Rorty, Wittgensteinian therapy is a liberating posture, a recognition that ‘philosophy can never be more than therapeutic – can never set out positive conclusions’ (PP2, 57). For Cavell, Wittgensteinian therapy is understood in its Freudian sense, more a working through than a sloughing off. As Cavell writes,

Wittgenstein’s writing is deeply practical and negative, the way Freud’s is. And like Freud’s therapy, he wishes to prevent understanding which is unaccompanied by inner change. Both of these are intent upon unmasking the defeat of our real need in the face of self-impositions which we have not assessed, or fantasies which we cannot escape. In both, such misfortune is betrayed in the incongruence between what is said and what is meant or expressed; for both, the self is concealed in assertion and action and revealed in temptation and wish. (MWM, 72)

Of significance here is the notion of self-transformation through concentrated effort. Our selves are to be transformed through fully meaning what we say, Cavell urges, through fully admitting to our fantasies, temptations and wishes. Only by such honest and careful expression might we find symmetry between language and desire, might our ‘real needs’ reveal themselves. That the self might be ‘concealed’ in everyday assertion and action, that it stands in need of ‘unmasking’, underlines Cavell’s idea of the ordinary again not as achievable ideal but as romanticized quest – as something to be continually worked towards.

Rorty has staunchly proclaimed that ‘the point of reading philosophy is not self-transformation but . . . cultural change’ (PP4, 169) and it is unsurprising that he is deeply critical of Cavell’s Wittgenstein. Specifically, Rorty charges Cavell with drawing too tight an analogy between Wittgenstein’s ‘forms of life’ and Kant’s ‘transcendental logic’. Such an analogy misguidedly places Wittgenstein within the tradition, Rorty writes, ‘of finding what Kant called “conditions of possibility” ’.29 Rorty is adamant that the Kantian tradition is precisely what Wittgenstein wanted to sidestep. In his reading, Wittgenstein unites with Davidson in his attempt ‘to escape from the idea that there is a discipline – philosophy – which can study conditions of possibility rather than merely conditions of actuality’ (PP2, 59). Again, the disagreement comes down to a dispute between the view of Wittgenstein as deeply engaged with the perennial problems of philosophy (Cavell) and the view of Wittgenstein as sloughing off these problems altogether (Rorty).

This strict opposition begins to break down when we remember that Cavell’s Wittgenstein is not attempting an answer to scepticism – not attempting, as Rorty puts it, ‘a return from scepticism’30 – but attempting instead an edifying response. Possibly there is a comparison to be drawn between Kant’s ‘conditions of possibility’ and Cavell’s urging that our experience of the world is conditioned by ‘the truth’ in scepticism. Indeed, Cavell himself explicitly notes the resemblance (MWM, 61). Still, placing Cavell’s Wittgenstein too firmly in the lineage of Kant misses completely Cavell’s subtle movement between scepticism as standing threat and scepticism as human necessity. Scepticism for Cavell is much more than a problem of knowledge; it is a daily necessity revealing precisely how we think and communicate in language. Rorty construes Cavell’s Wittgenstein as a figure unduly preoccupied with the transcendental question of how we can know anything at all. His criticisms of Cavell on Wittgenstein and Cavell on his understanding of scepticism thus fail to make their intended mark. While any attempt to track the tensions in Cavellian scepticism will necessarily oscillate between the philosopher’s wish for redemption and the philosopher’s admission of disappointment, I would maintain nonetheless that Cavell is marginally more a hopeful than a despondent thinker; in comparison not only with Rorty but with any of his contemporary philosophical peers, his engagements with philosophical scepticism are in the final analysis more honest, more courageous, more sincere.
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What’s the Use of Calling Cavell a Pragmatist?

Rorty and Cavell strongly identify as American philosophers. Taking seriously the historical and contemporary experience of philosophical America, both consider this native tradition intellectually and personally more significant than traditions of discipline or department. Cavell cites his nativism as a bridging gesture between the analytic and the continental schools, for example, while Rorty positions ‘philosophy in America today’ somewhere between science and the humanities (CP, 211–30). Rehabilitating certain strands of the US intellectual tradition from a repression accidental or deliberate, the figures unite in their view that specific American figures are intellectually vulnerable, continuously in need of philosophical recovery. Moreover, as Michael Peters phrases it, Rorty and Cavell ‘assert something distinctive’ of the American tradition.1 Advancing ideas of America and of the American philosopher, their work articulates a national imaginary politically and culturally compelling.

In their desire to inherit and continue a specifically American tradition of thought, Rorty and Cavell are unique among their contemporaries. Thomas Kuhn, Martha Nussbaum, Hilary Putnam, John Rawls – those figures arguably closest in intellectual background and concern – are largely uninterested in America, either as philosophical topic or as historical place for philosophy. Both Cornel West and Russell Goodman have considered the history of philosophy in America (Goodman, in particular, continues to explore American philosophy’s romantic roots), but neither strongly identifies as American philosopher nor seriously considers America as philosophical idea or ideal.2 Indeed, it is in the writings of Rorty and Cavell’s European contemporaries, most notably Umberto Eco and Jean Baudrillard, that the topic of America finds its most extended philosophical treatment.3

Given the idiosyncrasy of their shared concern, the disparity between Rorty’s and Cavell’s American inheritance is even more striking. Cavell seeks to inherit the transcendentalism of Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau (figures he regards as America’s most viable models for intellectual life and national regeneration), while Rorty sets himself up as a radical redescriber of the pragmatism of William James and John Dewey. Cavell for the most part avoids the classical pragmatists as Rorty demonstrates Emersonian affinities only in the later writings.

Both moved by the promise of a distinctively American tradition, it is intriguing that two of the most influential voices in contemporary American philosophy diverge so significantly in this chosen philosophical inheritance. Rorty, of course, tends to gloss over what the classical pragmatists actually wrote for an admixture of what they should have written and his own deliberate omissions (this is particularly true of his reception of Dewey), while Cavell is – on the surface at least – less interested in the spiritual dimensions of transcendentalism. In the transcendentalist devotion to ‘the near, the common and the low’, rather, he sees an ‘underwriting’ of Austin’s and Wittgenstein’s devotion to the language of ordinary or everyday life (QO, 25). Again, in both practices, he salutes the recognition of language’s essential fragility. While Cavell will admit, in his foreword to Lawrence Rhu’s Stanley Cavell’s American Dream, to an ‘early absorption’ in Dewey’s writing, his connections to James are more difficult to trace.4 Rorty, meanwhile, is for a long time silent on Emerson.

This chapter will explore in detail the shape and range of these respective engagements, interrogating the biographical, disciplinary and intellectual reasons for Rorty’s and Cavell’s selective intellectual inheritance. My chapter title is a nod to Cavell’s influential essay, ‘What’s the Use of Calling Emerson a Pragmatist?’, his riposte to those critics who have failed to appreciate the full freight of the latter’s intellectual contribution. Philosophical and literary interpretations of Emerson will be under close scrutiny in this chapter. I will be arguing not only that Emerson is a contested figure between Rorty and Cavell but that the shape and range of this contestation goes to the very heart of their differing understandings of America.

My analysis glances a number of metaphilosophical issues. Prominent among these is the issue of nationality and philosophy: is there or should there be a quintessentially American philosophy, one born distinctively of American place, American ethos, American time? Or is philosophy, in its traditional self-concept as transcendent and objective, necessarily opposed to any serious consideration of the provincial or the geographic? Alive in the writings of both Cavell and Rorty is this ongoing tension between the philosopher born or now living in America and the ‘American philosopher’ as theoretical ideal.

In tension also is the involvement of the philosophical with the autobiographical. From his earliest work Cavell has urged not only the reclamation of the self for modern philosophical discourse but the internality more generally of the personal to the universal. Growing up in Atlanta and Sacramento, a second-generation immigrant with at least one parent embarrassed and hampered by an accented English, his own American experiences proved intellectually formative not least for his attraction to the nascent philosophy of ordinary language. Arguably for Rorty, the precocious only son of New York activist intellectuals, being American equated to being socialist; in turn this socialist upbringing was decisive in inaugurating an early and continuing philosophical interest in pragmatism, in democracy and in Dewey. Though he doesn’t reflect on autobiography and philosophy to the same extent as Cavell, and though he would prefer to jettison entirely any settled notion of personality or identity or self, Rorty’s self-concept as a neo-pragmatist American liberal (as demonstrated so convincingly in the sociological biography of Neil Gross) has had profound ramifications for his philosophical trajectory.5

Rorty and pragmatism/Cavell and transcendentalism

In the interests of a transformative philosophy, one progressing beyond the destructive critiques of Mirror, Rorty turns to the classical pragmatism of William James and John Dewey. Notably, Rorty has little time for Charles Sanders Peirce, the figure widely recognized as pragmatism’s earliest proponent.6 Rorty cites as reasons for this neglect Peirce’s disinterest in political and social trends. Rorty writes, in his 1994 essay ‘Truth Without Correspondence to Reality’:

Of the three classical pragmatists, only James and Dewey deliberately and self-consciously related their philosophical doctrines to the country of which they were prominent citizens. Peirce thought of himself as part of an international community of inquirers, working on technical and specialized problems which had little to do with historical developments or national cultures. (PSH, 25)

Peirce, in other words, did not reflect on his country’s intellectual or historical significance. Unlike James and Dewey, fellow pragmatists continually mindful of their nation’s democratic promise, Peirce held little interest in America. His scientistic and technical emphases sat uneasily with the more outward-facing aspects of classical pragmatism – and with Rorty’s neo-pragmatist desire to recover a socialist intellectual tradition.

Emphasizing pragmatism’s hopeful and melioristic strain, Rorty urges its substitution for the Kantian distinction between reality and appearance, its own distinction between the past and the future. Not whether ideas accord with a mind-independent reality but whether ideas allow us to transform our world is the guiding focus. Again in ‘Truth Without Correspondence to Reality’, and in place of definition or description, Rorty offers an interpretation of pragmatism that might be useful: ‘it helps understand the pragmatists by thinking of them as saying’ (PSH, 24), he writes, underlining his guiding emphasis on ‘useful descriptions’ over actual truths.

Rorty contends not exactly that pragmatism offers a better alternative to metaphysics but that it can be helpfully offered as a substitute. Substitution, of course, implies flexibility and creativity. In happy admission that neither vocabulary is necessarily superior, it implies a cheerful exchange of one philosophical vocabulary for another. Both vocabularies are understood as optional. Thus, Rortyan redescription involves not discovery but creation. It is a method to be marshalled with energy and aplomb. Similarly, Rortyan pragmatism cajoles its audience by focusing not on what pragmatism is but on what the classical and neopragmatists have sought to do. Again, the focus is expedience before essence. Outlining its alternatives as clearly and as simply as possible, Rorty presents pragmatism as one (very attractive) option among many. He writes:

Pragmatists – both classical and “neo” – do not believe that there is a way things really are. So they want to replace the appearance-reality distinction by that between descriptions of the world and of ourselves which are less useful and those which are more useful. (PSH, 27)

It is difficult not to find this presentation compelling. The underlying note of reasonableness together with the pleasing narrative flow occasioned by Rorty’s favoured ‘So’ charm his reader towards his position. Rigid representationalism is abandoned in favour of process and practice as Rorty’s repeated invocations of what it is that pragmatists ‘would like to do’ and ‘are hoping for’ further entice his reader to the pragmatist side.

We might note at this juncture at least two primary differences between classical pragmatism and pragmatism of the Rortyan variety. In place of the term ‘experience’ as favoured by James and Dewey, Rorty uses the term ‘language’, as favoured by Willard Van Orman Quine and Donald Davidson. Moreover, Rorty’s neopragmatism tacitly abandons any reference to ‘the scientific method’, dismissing the notion that any one method over another ‘would increase the likelihood of one’s beliefs being true’ (PSH, 35). These two important amendments aside, Rorty fully embraces the classical pragmatism of Dewey and James – their emphasis on provisionality and process, their accent on the secular and the democratic.

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty had already asserted that Dewey, Heidegger and Wittgenstein were the three most important philosophers of the twentieth century. ‘Unique, unclassifiable, original’, he later wrote, these were for him ‘the richest and most original philosophers of our time’ (CP, 51). Of the three figures, certainly, Dewey was the most controversial choice. Following his death in the early 1950s, his work had failed to retain much influence in a philosophical landscape increasingly dominated by the scientistic and analytic procedures of logical empiricism. Pragmatism in general had receded from the American consciousness as Dewey’s public intellectualism sat uneasily with the cloistered practices of Anglo-American post-positivism. Rorty’s decision to champion Dewey to his own contemporaries, his detailed attention to a philosophical corpus intellectually sprawling and stylistically unfashionable, was a bold move.

What Rorty admired most in Dewey was the historicist and naturalist tenor of his writings. Dewey’s emphasis on the historical and cultural genesis of philosophical problems chimed nicely with Rorty’s ongoing conception of philosophy’s textbook problems as produced by particular figures in a particular time and place, ‘made’ rather than ‘found’. Dewey’s Darwinism, meanwhile, matched Rorty’s view of inquiry as experimentalist and fallible. Inquiry in this sense was a matter of continuously reweaving our network of beliefs and desires in the pragmatist hope of greater happiness and self-realization. It was not a matter of science or method, in other words, not a matter of ‘getting reality right’. At least on Rorty’s reading, Dewey’s work recommended a ‘Hegel-Darwin synthesis’. Its dual embrace of historicism and naturalism – its hostility towards traditional philosophies of the unconditional or the absolute – stood in direct opposition to traditional metaphysics.

Dewey’s overcoming of philosophical dualisms led to his subsequent emphasis on the social and the democratic. For the Deweyan individual, abstract reflection held limited appeal. Community life was always the more coherent choice. As Rorty put it, ‘Dewey found what he wanted in turning away from philosophy as a distinctive activity altogether, and towards the ordinary world – the problems of men, freshly seen by discarding the distinctions which the philosophical tradition had developed’ (CP, 53). Both Dewey and Rorty thus sought to unshackle their political commitments from philosophical underpinning, to develop a theory of liberalism ungrounded in enlightenment metaphysics. As pragmatists they insisted on contingency over necessity, the changeable over the fixed.

According to Rorty, however, Dewey still wanted to have things both ways: his work demonstrated an ongoing temptation to the metaphysical and the constructive. ‘Agreement’, ‘correspondence’ and ‘experience’, notions continually jettisoned by Rorty, were taken seriously by Dewey’s radical empiricism and therefore dismissed by Rorty as unfortunately wedded to metaphysics. Dewey would have been better off eschewing such concepts and terms altogether, Rorty argued, constituting as they did an unfortunate and retrogressive step in his pragmatist’s progress. Rorty’s championing of Dewey is thus advanced in admission of the latter’s fallibility. It takes account of ‘what Dewey accomplished, sometimes despite himself’. As Rorty writes, ‘I shall describe what Dewey might have said, and in my view should have said, rather than what he did say. I shall construct a hypothetical Dewey who was a pragmatist without being a radical empiricist, and a naturalist without being a panpsychist’ (PP3, 292).

It is hardly surprising that this ‘hypothetical Dewey’ has been roundly criticized by Rorty’s critics. James Gouinlock urges the centrality of scientific procedure to the earlier Dewey, in particular, observing that students of Dewey’s thought ‘will be astonished to learn that Dewey was “beyond method” ’. In choosing the ‘good’ and creative over the ‘bad’ and scientistic Dewey, Gouinlock continues, ‘Rorty has at best obscured [Dewey’s] legacy, at worst he has denied it’.7 Thelma Lavine has similarly argued that Rorty’s reduction of science to an optional vocabulary misrepresents Dewey’s world-view. Like Gouinlock, Lavine sees scientific method as a central aspect of Dewey’s thought.8 Furthermore, while Dewey has long been considered the pre-eminent philosopher of American democracy, Lavine argues that Rorty’s contingent vocabularies fail to rally those Deweyan groups in pursuit of ‘political, social, economic, educational, or ameliorative goals’ (48). Such an interpretation of Dewey not only misrepresents the central tenets of his philosophy but profoundly subverts his democratic intentions.

In response to Lavine, Rorty is happy to admit that he may ‘have gotten in the habit’ of construing Dewey in his own sense, that he may have ‘put words in [Dewey’s] mouth’.9 A desire to render Dewey more attractive to contemporary audiences is his defence. Lavine and her fellow critics, Rorty urges, stick so closely to the letter of Dewey’s teachings (wrangling over his precise understanding of terms like ‘representationalism’ and ‘objectivity’) that they lose their spirit. The trade-off that Rorty encourages – foregrounding the attractive and the inspirational over the ‘literal’ Dewey – is in line with one of the central tenets of his own philosophy: that the interesting and attractive (philosophers, metaphors, vocabularies, ideas) drive scientific and philosophical progress, that ‘re-description’ is the real driver of intellectual change.

Certainly, the Dewey that emerges from Rorty’s writings sounds suspiciously like Rorty himself – particularly when he writes of Dewey’s ‘abandoning the spirit of seriousness’ and engaging in ‘playful’ reconstruction of past philosophers and their theories. Dewey’s writings are hardly known for their playfulness or inventive syncretism. Still, if Rorty obscures Dewey’s metaphysical and scientistic aspects this is arguably in the name of rehabilitating his anti-essentialism for a neo-pragmatist audience. One could argue that Rorty in fact honours the legacy of Dewey’s pragmatism by refusing to allow his work to atrophy in its historical moment. As Conway puts the point, ‘Rorty is not so concerned to get Dewey right – especially if doing so distracts us from the pressing social problems at hand – as to put him to work.’10

Generally speaking, Cavell is unmoved by pragmatism, whether classical or contemporary. His chosen philosophical inheritance is not the classic Americanism of James and Dewey but the European ordinary language philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin, ‘underwritten’ (QO, 4), as he puts it, by the transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau. These writers demonstrate for Cavell uniquely American modes of philosophical writing, modes all the more authentic because unsanctioned by disciplinary formation. Emerson and Thoreau are rarely taken seriously as philosophers, rarely included in the set syllabi of American or European philosophy programmes. More than this, their work has been wilfully repressed by the philosophical tradition of America; according to Cavell, at least, the intellectual significance of transcendentalism has been deliberately underestimated if not outright denied.11

In his 1992 book, Poetry and Pragmatism, Richard Poirier wrote of ‘the close to total avoidance of Emerson in the writings of Richard Rorty’. He continued:

Easygoing trivializations of Emerson, or outright refusals, as by Richard Rorty, to grant him any founding role whatever in the evolution of American philosophy, can be so amazingly unapologetic, so stubborn in their persistence, as to raise the larger question of just what it is in American culture – and in Emerson himself, since he helped invent that culture – that promotes the assumption that his writing . . . does not need to be read with the discipline, with the expectation of difficulty and surprise, otherwise freely given to works not nearly as crowded with philosophical and mythological promise.12

Though it is important to note that Rorty took up Emerson’s writings quite enthusiastically in the later work, Poirier’s deep sense of cultural injustice is shared by Cavell. His own response to the perceived repression of Emerson is a fervent defence of transcendentalism as American philosophy, of Emerson and Thoreau as American philosophers.

Cavell’s Emerson and Thoreau inherit the European romanticist tradition. That is, their writing demonstrates an ongoing negotiation of philosophy as literature and literature as philosophy – an ongoing openness to the idea, as Cavell puts it, that philosophy and literature communicate with each other, that philosophy and literature are intellectually in competition, ‘as for the same prize’ (QO, 12). With philosophy and literature on an equal footing, concerns traditionally perceived as merely literary are accorded their full philosophical resonance. Concurrently, concerns traditionally perceived as dominantly philosophical are more likely taken as fit subjects for literature. Pursuing the idea that Emerson’s writing embodies for Cavell the romantic unification of philosophy and literature, Simon Critchley cites Cavell’s essay ‘The Philosopher in American Life’:

To claim Emerson and Thoreau as of the origin in America, not alone of what it is called literature but of what may be called philosophy, is to claim that literature is neither the arbitrary embellishment nor the necessary other of philosophy. You can either say that in the New World, distinctive philosophy and literature do not exist in separation, or you can say that the American task is to create them from one another, as if the New World is still to remember, if not exactly to recapitulate, the cultural labours of the Old World. (QO, 182)

America, as Critchley argues, is the place for Cavell which promises romanticism, which promises to heal the wounds festering since Plato’s Republic.13 Its founding texts – Thoreau’s Walden and Emerson’s ‘Self-Reliance’ – are something more or something other than American literature traditionally defined. In concern and expression, currents of the philosophical run throughout. Giovanna Borradori writes that Cavell’s attention ‘is always on America, being American and American culture’; it is hardly surprising, Borradori continues, that in the panorama of American philosophy, ‘in which no one recognizes a distinctly America line of continuity’, Cavell’s work emerges as ‘eccentric’.14 Eccentric or otherwise, Cavell’s rehabilitation of the transcendentalist canon develops in his work as an aspect central and formative. In writing of Emerson and Thoreau, he comes closest to outlining his own wish for philosophical activity – his own wish for how philosophy might be written and how philosophy might be read. In outlining the importance of transcendentalism to Cavell’s critical project, I turn first to his writings on Thoreau.

Depicting Thoreau’s settlement at Walden Pond, Walden is conventionally read as a deliberate act of civil disobedience. Wishing to establish Thoreau as one of the founders of American culture as well as philosophy, Cavell’s The Senses of Walden offers an alternative reading. Stressing the return to American origins, to pre-philosophical sources of innocence, Cavell finds in Thoreau’s text the original American epic as well as America’s first prophecy and scripture. More than this, Walden offers to Cavell nothing less than a literary and philosophical redemption of the American nation. He finds in its pages a fine attunement to cultural context and a careful response to the nineteenth-century appeal for a quintessentially American literature that might prove its nation both unique and mature. Thoreau’s ambition, as Cavell describes it, ‘is to represent the bringing of language to a nation, words of its own in which to receive instruction, to assess its faithfulness to its ideal’ (SW, 13).

As Stephen Mulhall has recounted, Cavell’s Thoreau diagnoses in his American contemporaries the alienation and disengagement so typical of the modern philosophical sceptic.15 Mulhall argues furthermore that a recovery from this sceptical state is promised by the very texture of Thoreau’s writing. Certainly, Cavell’s reading of Walden is striking in its pronounced attentiveness to language, its consideration of Thoreau’s words as inexhaustibly meaningful. That Walden ‘means in every word it says’, that it ‘is fully sensible of its mysteries and fully open about them’ (4) is a central claim. Cavell’s project depends upon the taking seriously of Thoreau’s ambiguities and puns, his hidden meanings and meditations, his careful choice of particular words, phrases and sentences over others. Reading the Thoreauvian text is a progression no less respectful than creative as Cavell urges his reader to think carefully about the meaning of every word and sentence, to consider every phrase as fully meant, to attend to the text with subtlety and activity.

In Mulhall’s account, two specific aspects of Thoreau’s language achieve prominence in Cavell’s reading: (1) ‘the specificity of the meaning of every word and sentence’; and (2) ‘the fact that [these words and sentences] are always and everywhere deployed by people, by specific individuals’. Thus Mulhall understands Cavell’s Thoreau as doubly burdened. First, he must fully account for the denotative and connotative scope of chosen words; second, he must ensure that these words fully capture the individuality of their speaker. This complex duality is the basis for Cavell’s model of reading as at once therapeutic and psychoanalytic. ‘What [Thoreau] must teach, and [Thoreau’s reader] must learn’, Mulhall writes, ‘is how to read in the spirit in which he writes, which means not accepting but assessing his computations of the surfaces and depths of words, testing his expressions against her convictions, proving his derivations to her own satisfaction’ (252). Latent in this injunction are complex cross-currents of Cavellian perfectionism – cross-currents of the idea that our progression from the present to the next self is dependent partly on wisdom from another and partly on willingness to test this wisdom by our own lights.16

Mulhall ably reconciles The Senses of Walden with Cavell’s critical-philosophical project as a whole. Interweaving idiosyncratic ideas of romanticism, transcendentalism and America with idiosyncratic questions of voice and speech and written expression more generally, it is difficult to imagine a critical commentary more comprehensive or keen. That Cavell’s Thoreau embodies an attentiveness to everyday language use, that Cavell’s Thoreau so enables a response to scepticism courageous and engaged, and that Thoreau’s Walden constitutes a species of moral perfectionism inspiring in its readers a progression from present to aversive selves, are among those critical insights won by Mulhall with difficulty and care. Since its publication in 1994, Stanley Cavell: Philosophy’s Recounting of the Ordinary has remained the authoritative monograph on Cavell and his philosophical oeuvre.

Arguably downplayed in Mulhall’s account, however, is the pronounced spirituality of Senses. This is particularly apparent when looking again at the book’s opening third. Here the dominant idea of Thoreau as ‘prophet-writer’ of America, one following in the direct lineage of the Old Testament Jeremiah and Ezekiel, is underscored by a litany of religious or mystical terminology. Among Cavell’s repeated terms are those interweaving the religious and the written (‘testament’, ‘prophecy’, ‘scripture’, ‘doctrine’, ‘gospel’ and ‘meditation’); and the religious and the natural world (‘baptism’, ‘re-birth’, ‘revelation’ and ‘creation’). Interestingly, when writing on Cavell and Emerson, Mulhall pursues the idea that Cavell’s ‘recognizably religious preoccupations’ provide good reason for questioning his moral perfectionism as theoretically reconcilable with his secular liberalism.17 Strange, then, that in Mulhall’s readings of Cavell and Thoreau, dimensions of the religious don’t attract a more careful consideration. Perhaps in urging the consistency and reflexivity of Cavell’s thought Mulhall is more concerned to emphasize the relevance of Senses to Cavellian politics – to underscore the link between awakening of the self and communal awakening more generally. This much in suspension, Mulhall is right to observe that Walden returns Cavell consistently to the question of America.

In the chapter ‘Sentences’, Cavell surfaces from the depth of Thoreau’s text to voice claims at once assertive and disquieting. Lamenting ‘an unprecedented din of prophecy in the world’, he confronts America’s received wisdom as well as its weary cliché: ‘Everyone is saying, and anyone can hear’, he writes, ‘that this is the new world; that we are the new men; that the earth is to be born again; that the past is to be cast off like a skin; that we must learn from children to see again; that every day is the first day of the world; that America is Eden.’ The problem with such available certainties is their basis in knowledge only grasping and empty. We simply do not understand what such declarations mean. ‘We have failed,’ writes Cavell, ‘we are trying again to buy and bully our way into heaven’ (SW, 59). As readers, we are here alerted to Cavell’s troubled patriotism, his pained awareness of America’s shameful history. Still in this alert there is reassurance as Cavell ends his reflection on a note of quiet if questioning hope: ‘. . . and that for the child to grow he requires family and familiarity, but for a grownup to grow he requires strangeness and transformation, i.e. birth?’ (60).

Such ideas of salvation and re-birth, of task and discovery, run throughout Cavell’s oeuvre. They are carried in the titles of his books (In Quest of the Ordinary, Pursuits of Happiness, This New Yet Unapproachable America, Philosophy The Day After Tomorrow) and in the rhythm of his privileged terms (redemption and recovery, edification and promise, finding and founding). That Walden allows for a linguistic and literary redemption, answering the cultural call of nineteenth-century America, is the central theme of Cavell’s book. This redemption also extends to renewed models of thinking and of living. Thoreau fully embodies both senses of renewal. He is both writer and builder, philosopher and nature lover.

Precisely how Thoreau redeems himself and holds the potential to redeem America is, however, more difficult to pin down. The development of The Senses of Walden is far too meandering to offer a clear and consistent definition of ‘redemption’ or, indeed, of any of the book’s privileged terms. This meandering is part of the achievement of Cavell’s book, of course, of its cadence more meditative than methodical. Perhaps Cavell comes closest to definition when he describes Walden as possessing not a style but ‘a justness’ (44) of American writing. Once again, the emphasis here is on careful attunement to the meanings of individual words and phrases and on the refusal to take those meanings for granted. Such attunement carries for Cavell an obviously philosophical inflection, as Thoreau does with our ordinary assertions ‘what Wittgenstein does with our more patently philosophical . . . bringing them back to a context in which they are alive’ (92). This relationship to language is alternatively described by Cavell as ‘redemption’, ‘reclamation’ and ‘acknowledgment’. It is a matter of heightened responsibility and responsiveness, a rededication ‘to the inescapable and utterly specific syllables to which we are already disposed’ (16). It is, finally, ‘a commitment to total and transparent meaning’ (31). Only by such faithful and sincere possession of language might a writer find himself justified, in a position to speak significantly again.

In later writings, Cavell turns from Thoreau to Emerson. Again the interpretative project is one of rehabilitation, as Cavell claims for Emerson an intellectual rigour and cultural centrality belied by his institutional neglect. Indeed, Cavell positions Emerson at the confluence of philosophical romanticism and scepticism, of American literature and philosophy, hearing in his ‘precise recapturings’ echoes not only of Descartes, Kant and Nietzsche, but also of the later work of Heidegger and Wittgenstein. Though attending to Thoreau in the first instance, and admitting ‘my inability for so long to get on with Emerson’ (ETE, 27), it is the latter whom Cavell regards as America’s most neglected philosopher, its most viable model for intellectual life and national regeneration.

What Cavell finds signature in Emerson is the specificity or the exactness of his prose. This is especially true of the central Emerson text for Cavell, the essay ‘Experience’, whose controlled melancholy Cavell navigates with due concentration and care. Assuming the resonances (aural and etymological, cultural and philosophical) of such central Emersonian terms as ‘aversion’, ‘conversion’, ‘condition’ and ‘contradiction’, Cavell grants to Emerson’s critical vocabulary an unrivalled precision and allusive power. In allied readings, he channels the conceptual accuracy of the essays ‘Fate’, ‘Self-Reliance’ and ‘The American Scholar’, claiming their responsiveness to language as the genesis and proof of Emerson’s philosophical achievement. Again, as in his readings of Thoreau, Cavell proposes such responsiveness as a philosophical antidote to sceptical despair.

Claiming Emerson as a philosopher is an unusual take on the New England transcendentalist. Prior to Cavell’s intervention, Emerson had almost universally been taken either as a man of letters or as a philosophically informed poet, a contemporary intellectual devoted as much to public debate as to private meditation. Moreover, Cavell judges Emerson’s philosophical voice to have been intentionally denied, wilfully repressed, by the profession of philosophy in America. The Freudian dimension of Cavell’s chosen term is not accidental and relates the philosophical denial of Emerson (and Thoreau) to a repression of national proportions – namely, the chronic American tendency not to find value or originality in its own intellectual or artistic output. America can never, or will never, praise its own. Potentially tragic, as when it denies one of the nation’s most insistent philosophical voices, Cavell will gloss this repression as ‘our refusal to listen to ourselves, to our own best thoughts’ (ETE, 71). In its assessment of American culture having ‘never really believed in its capacity to produce anything of permanent value – except itself’, that American ‘forever overpraises and undervalues’ (33) its own accomplishments, The Senses of Walden had expressed a similar dissatisfaction. Interestingly, this perceived repression has proved incredibly productive not only for Cavell’s recovery of transcendentalist philosophy but for his engagements more generally with American literature and film.18

Contestations: Of pragmatism and Emerson

Cavell wishes to establish not only Emerson’s credibility as an American philosopher but, together with Thoreau, as the founding (or rather, ‘finding’) philosophical voice of America. This counters standard intellectual histories, including those narrated by Rorty, that take American philosophy as rooted firmly in pragmatism. Perceptive readers of Cavell have continually highlighted the pragmatist motifs of his texts – the emphasis on humanism and moralism, the engagement with finitude and temporality19 – though Cavell himself has always been uncomfortable with pragmatism’s dominance of the American philosophical tradition. In his understanding, pragmatism completely fails to assess the human anxiety, the human disappointment, so characteristic of our lives in language. Pragmatism is deaf to scepticism, at least as Cavell understands it.

For Emerson as Cavell reads him, ‘our relation to our language – to the fact that we are subject to expression and comprehension, victims of meaning – is a key to our sense of distance from our lives, our sense of the alien, of ourselves as alien to ourselves, thus alienated’; Emerson’s writing is ‘a struggle against itself, hence of language with itself, for its freedom’ (QO, 40). That Emerson’s writings experience so keenly the limitations of language and the dispossessions of the modern subject fully verify for Cavell the inadequacy of pragmatism in accounting for the tragic singularity of Emerson’s voice. Of these senses of struggle or victimhood or captivity or alienation, Cavell finds pragmatism wholly deficient. At the very least he finds little or no registration in the writings of Dewey or of James. Cavell thus cautions against any over-hasty assimilation that would suppress Emerson’s idiosyncratic expression in professional philosophy or in American culture more broadly. Assimilating Emerson to pragmatism, Cavell writes, ‘unfailingly blunts the particularity, the achievement, of Emerson’s language’; pragmatism’s reach ‘while essential, is limited’ (ETE, 7).

In emphasizing, in recent years, the failure of pragmatism to adequately capture daily struggles of expression and experience, Cavell contrasts the pragmatist sense of human life with that articulated by Wittgenstein. He writes:

The human existence portrayed in Philosophical Investigations, as I see it, is one of continuous compromise with restlessness, disorientation, phantasms of loneliness and devastation, dotted with assertions of emptiness that defeat sociability as they seek it . . . . Pragmatism is surely a grand relief (I may say a godsend) in an emergency caused by superstition, bias, idolatry, magic, or another darkness of ignorance, as when the young doctor in Bleak House puts the best available intelligence into his caring of Esther in her terrible illness. But in the incessant, inattentive forces and effects of ordinary exchanges in which most of life is spent, where we sense ourselves lost, our intelligence baffled, a further reflectiveness is in demand; Wittgenstein calls it understanding, the understanding it is philosophy’s vocation to identify and prompt us to.20

‘Restlessness’, ‘disorientation’, ‘loneliness’, ‘devastation’, ‘emptiness’, being ‘lost’, being ‘baffled’: these are, for Cavell, essential experiences of the human and they are simply not registered by an unreflective and scientistic pragmatism. As Cavell has it, ‘[Pragmatism] seems designed to refuse to take skepticism seriously, as it refuses – in Dewey’s if not always in James’ case – to take metaphysical distinctions seriously’ (ETE, 221). Cavell further contends that pragmatism ‘misses the daily, insistent split in the self that being human cannot, without harm to itself (beyond moments of ecstasy) escape’ (CW, 5). We are back to Cavell’s formative idea that scepticism is not something to be solved or to be escaped from but something to be acknowledged, to be lived.

No doubt Rorty would deflate such characterizations of the human by labelling them ‘uninteresting’ or ‘pointless’; he would simply not worry about any ‘alienation’ or ‘dispossession’ prompted by limitations of language or expression. On a political level, neither would Rorty worry about conflating Emerson and Dewey, happily redescribing both thinkers as representative ‘philosophers of democracy’ in America’s nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Meanwhile, Cavell’s critique of pragmatism prompts a very careful dividing line between Deweyan democracy and Emersonian perfectionism. Indeed, Cavell considers these philosophical outlooks fully incommensurable – even if he is more likely to express himself here by saying that for any such attempts at direct intellectual involvement (of Emerson with Dewey or of Wittgenstein with Dewey) he wishes to ‘suspend his applause’ (ETE, 215).

Against this care and circumspection, Douglas Anderson has objected that Cavell in practice misses James and Dewey as important resources for understanding Emerson.21 In Anderson’s reading, ‘Deweyan democracy as a way of life is considerably richer and seems to me to complement, not reject or escape, Emersonian perfectionism, understood as an ongoing attentiveness to the state of the soul’ (79). More critically still, Anderson advances the view that Cavell’s avoidance of Dewey’s affinities with Emerson is in fact ‘un-American’ (69), that it is seriously and even ironically flawed. Cavell’s flaw is ironic, Anderson continues, ‘because Cavell redeems Emerson by pointing to a tradition of European thinkers – Heidegger, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein’ (69, emphasis mine).

For any thinker seeking to inherit a distinctly American philosophical lineage Anderson’s criticism cuts deeply. On Anderson’s point, indeed, one might even push further and contest the fully American pedigree of Cavell’s Emerson. After all, Emersonian transcendentalism is spiritually and terminologically rooted in the German Idealism of Kant and it is Emerson’s re-working of Descartes’s cogito that Cavell seeks primarily to foreground in his reading of ‘Self-Reliance’.22 To pile further criticism on Cavell, Paul Grimstad has argued in a more literary vein that Cavell and Dewey, despite apparent differences between their naturalist and sceptical outlooks, share deep affinities in their interpretation of Emerson. Drawing on Russell Goodman’s rich exploration of American philosophy’s romantic roots, Grimstad urges that Emerson shares with Dewey an open-ended, experimentalist attitude, a continual concern with criteria and composition in fact taken up in some of the earliest essays of Must We Mean What We Say?23

Perhaps the most extended challenge to Cavell’s pragmatist/perfectionist divide is provided by Colin Koopman in his 2009 Pragmatism as Transition.24 Koopman urges that perfectionism and pragmatism boast essential similarity, not difference. Squaring up to the Cavellian view that pragmatism, in its eagerness to valourize science, loses completely a sense of the tragic – of the human – Koopman advances a pragmatism fully rooted in the activism of Dewey yet fully cognizant of human frailty. Focusing on a meliorism wholly characteristic of the pragmatist as well as the perfectionist enterprise, Koopman urges ‘methodic intelligence’ as much less central to Deweyan pragmatism than Cavell would have his audience believe. More important on Koopman’s Deweyan schema are inflections of hope and improvement, inflections illuminating in turn perfectionism’s ongoing promises of transfiguration and perfecting. Such promises are as important to Dewey as they are to James. ‘I have been arguing throughout this book’, Koopman writes, ‘that pragmatists are above all concerned with melioration – with how we can make our lives better than they presently are’ (145).

Perhaps like Rorty, Koopman in his readings of Dewey chooses to emphasize more the spirit than the letter of the classical pragmatist, downplaying in particular Dewey’s emphasis on the scientific and the methodical. Dewey’s scientism might partly be explained as an unfortunate by-product of early twentieth-century intellectual context and it suits Koopman, just as much as it suits Rorty, to allow this explanation considerable force. Both figures seek to present pragmatism more as a mode of cultural critique than as a mode of philosophy. Koopman does concede, however, that for any pragmatist/perfectionist association the work of James proves a richer resource. That James’s texts more than Dewey’s are in some way perfectionist is a reading Cavell himself is likely to allow.25 Framing his argument in terms of the teleological/deontological opposition continually hampering modern ethical thought, Koopman presents his criticisms of Cavell in the more general service of ‘a pragmatist perfectionist ethics’, one ‘that is Cavellian (and Emersonian) as much as it is Jamesian (and Deweyan)’ (145). Koopman’s wider critical project – that of illuminating a distinctively American pathway beyond the deontological/teleological impasse – is manifest in his conclusion that both pragmatist and perfectionist ethics ‘[are] not so much about determining what is right or wrong in advance of action as [they are] about the effort to live better lives where there are no rules guiding us in advance’ (149).

Granting the argumentative force of Koopman’s account, and conceding his central concept of meliorism as highly salient for the ethical project of Rorty as well as Cavell, I would nonetheless maintain for any comparison of pragmatism with perfectionism the potentially productive differences. I would urge that pragmatism and perfectionism are simply not offered ‘in the same key’. These are Koopman’s words, interestingly, and in his stirring book on pragmatism as a mode of transition they are used to capture the disjunction he himself hears between the music of Rorty and Rawls (170). I would argue that the tonal differences between pragmatism and perfectionism are sounded most clearly in Cavell’s and Rorty’s readings of Emerson.

When Cavell reads Emerson as a writer of philosophy, formative ideas are those of struggle and strain. Again and again Cavell sounds Emerson’s ‘difficulty’ (ETE, 7), his ‘inexhaustibility’ (6), the relentless ‘battle’ and ‘burden’ (54) of his prose.26 Emerson’s famous essay ‘Self-Reliance’ is itself interpreted as a study of philosophical writing as Cavell hears in Emerson’s remark, ‘Every word they say chagrins us’, the everyday exhaustions and failures of trying to say exactly what we mean, the courageous acknowledgement of language’s disappointment and despair. Writes Cavell: ‘This struggle for a language which, let us say, promises honesty (expresses, hence scrutinizes our desires, so far as we are able to read our desires) is relentless and endless for one who aspires to write philosophy’ (ETE, 3). That Emerson’s prose, like the prose of Thoreau, endlessly aspires to the condition of poetry – that every sentence for Emerson aims to be fully self-contained – is Cavell’s way of framing the transcendentalist ambition as equally literary and philosophical.27

But why exactly such struggle and strain? Why exactly is Emerson so burdened? Cavell’s answer is inflected with moral as well as political concern as he urges as a central ambition of Emerson’s writing its preservation of moral urgency experienced by any figure recognizing the constitutional separation of every self from every other. Such an ambition Emerson shares with Wittgenstein, Cavell urges; Emerson will say of words that they call for transfiguration, while Wittgenstein will say that ‘they are to be led home, as from exile’. Of both philosophers Cavell is apt to say, ‘both writing and writer are to be read’ (ETE, 27). What Cavell means by this statement is not altogether easy to grasp. Latent at least is the idea that in the practice of reading we take on or contest what is written, as well as the person who writes, in the moral perfectionist promise that through confronting another’s words we are to be educated, transfigured, transformed. In this way Emerson’s prose for Cavell enacts the very promise of democracy. Testing for its writer, testing for its reader, it allows both figures to emerge as representative selves. Mulhall frames the point this way: ‘We might think of Emersonian representativeness as the condition of democratic morality: holding oneself open to the further state of one’s self and one’s society, requiring oneself to become intelligible as a member of that further realm and expecting others to be similarly intelligible, constitutes that dimension of the representativeness of democracy which cannot be delegated.’28

Certainly Rorty would not hear in Emerson’s essays any currents of anxiety or disappointment. He is far more likely to read Emerson as affirmative and activist, as a romantic figure embracing imagination and poetry and the human ability to create and inspire. It is perhaps significant that Rorty’s interest in Emerson only surfaces in his later writings – only after his meliorist Americanism had found full flight. In ‘Pragmatism and Romanticism’, first published in Philosophy as Cultural Politics in 2007, Rorty hears in Emerson’s prioritization of the poetic strong echoes of Nietzsche and the later Wittgenstein. Taking Emerson’s famous image of ever-expanding circles (on this model, there is no enclosing metaphysical boundary, ‘every human achievement is simply a launching pad for a greater achievement’ (PP4, 109)), Rorty proposes Emerson’s metaphor as foundational for his own theory of re-description – as a helpful substitute for Platonic myths of linear progression or development.

Also adopted by Rorty as a formative metaphor is Emersonian ‘self-reliance’. ‘Self-reliance’ for Rorty signifies intellectual liberation from the traditions and terminologies of ossified Europe. ‘To encourage self-reliance’, Rorty writes, ‘is to encourage the willingness to turn one’s back both on the past and on the attempt of ‘the classical philosophy of Europe’ to ground the past in the eternal’ (PSH, 34). Self-reliance is linked to futurity, in other words; it is correlated with a meliorism fundamental to pragmatism both classical and neo. Following these more obviously political lines – Cavell is more likely to read ‘self-reliance’ as a call to linguistic responsiveness – Rorty sees Emerson also as a philosopher of democracy, but more in the grand tradition of Whitman and Dewey. All three figures share a vision of America, ‘as the place where human beings will become unimaginably wonderful, different and free’ (PSH, 120).

Rorty’s Emerson is a theorist of hope, first and foremost, a strong poet believing the future necessarily better and freer than the past. Whether Emerson is recognized as an American philosopher is not something Rorty is particularly worried about. This blitheness is registered in an interview of 2006: ‘Emerson was never read by philosophers as a philosopher . . . . Only recently have people like Stanley Cavell and Cornel West tried to bring Emerson into the philosophical canon.’29 Indeed, what Rorty admires most about Emerson’s work is its resistance to disciplinary matrix. Rorty has no problem with the poetic register of Emerson’s writings. Neither does Cavell, of course, but in his case he is concerned to establish this poetic register as a specifically philosophical mode of expression. Emphasized always in Cavell’s reading of Emerson is a philosophical writing working out its claim to philosophy in every word and phrase and sentence of its progression. Cavell urges that Emerson, just like the novelist Henry James, allegorizes America ‘as presenting the task of fighting for the possession of language as such, learning over again to speak, reconceiving words’ (PDT, 102). Such sounds of struggle and strain are simply not present in Emerson as Rorty hears him.

Cavell’s critics seek to elide the substantive philosophical difference between pragmatist and perfectionist ethics, to maintain deep philosophical affinities between Cavell’s Emerson and the Emerson as inherited by Rorty, by Dewey and by James. In this line of American philosophers Koopman in particular fails to find any substantial philosophical difference. In highlighting the pronounced tonal difference between Rorty and Cavell, and how this difference is audible particularly in the figures’ inheritances of Emerson, I would invoke again Cavell from ‘What’s the Use of Calling Emerson a Pragmatist?’ Here he quotes from his title essay in Must We Mean What We Say?:

Wittgenstein’s role in combating the idea of privacy . . . and in emphasizing the functions and contexts of language, scarcely needs to be mentioned. It might be worth pointing out that these teachings are fundamental to American pragmatism; but then we must keep in mind how different their arguments sound, and admit that in philosophy it is the sound which makes all the difference. (ETE, 216)

Yes, Koopman is right to identify in perfectionism a pronounced melioristic strain. Cavell’s call that we move from our present to our future selves is not entirely discontinuous with Rorty’s call that we liberate ourselves from ossified vocabularies and outworn narratives and celebrate instead our strength, our freedom, our flexibility. Indeed, perhaps one could make a fruitful connection between the role of the other in Cavell’s perfectionist pairings and the role of the strong poet in Rorty’s liberal democracy. Still missing from Koopman’s account, I would urge, is an attentiveness to Cavellian perfectionism as an ongoing process, a struggle – a task – with no guarantee of completion. Audibly significant are murmurings of confusion, disappointment, despair. In his recent reading of Cavell and James Agee, Paul Anderson has nicely captured such significances. Writes Anderson: ‘[t]he dramas of grief and the possibility of overcoming it never completely banish the worried voices of doubt in Cavell’s work; negative voices linger productively in his texts . . .’30 This is of a different register altogether from the straightforward hopefulness of pragmatism (classical or neo) or the straightforwardly self-reliant Emerson as presented in the writings of Rorty. If in philosophy it is the sound ‘which makes all the difference’, pragmatism and perfectionism are only problematically intertwined.

The idea of America

There is in Cavell and Rorty both a preoccupation with ‘nativism’, with a philosophical output deemed uniquely American if born of the American circumstance. That Dewey, or James, or Emerson, are quintessentially American philosophers, progenitors of a specifically American philosophical discourse, is of central significance to their work. Underlying this inheritance of philosophical America, of course, is the topic of America itself – what America is and what it should be. It is interesting that this question has always been central for Cavell, though it achieves prominence for Rorty only in the later and more overtly political writings.

Cavell’s relationship to the American national imaginary is complex. Long before he engaged in dialogue with Emerson and Thoreau, Cavell first raised the question of America in the unlikely context of his 1969 essay, ‘The Avoidance of Love: A Reading of King Lear’. Finding a tangle of tragedy in the history and identity of the American nation, Cavell proposes America’s misfortune as its inability to accept its own existence. More precisely, America’s tragedy is that no amount of proof – no amount of love – will place this existence beyond doubt. Focusing on the limitations rather than the promises of its discovery, America is unable to acknowledge its own separateness. Like Lear to Cordelia, it can only respond with destructiveness and rage. Thus, what is standardly taken as imperial blindness and insensitivity (the backdrop to Cavell’s essay is the fateful war in Vietnam) is re-interpreted by Cavell along metaphysical lines, as a crisis not of national but of personal doubt. (MWM, 267–357)

What is striking about Cavell’s essay is this depiction of America as a questing yet doubtful subject. Calling wrath upon its objects, denying its sources of shame, America wishes, desires and imagines. It fantasizes before faltering in despair, moving like Lear in the direction of nihilism and tragedy. This double gesture – taking America as subject of enquiry and as autonomous subject – is characteristic of Cavell’s reflexivity. It might also account for his sometime fluctuation between composure and extravagance. In a retrospective on his Lear essay, Cavell was to admit this fugitive discussion ‘as not entirely in control of its asides and orations and love letters of nightmare’ (DK, xii). That control has been lost, or deliberately set aside, is further evidenced by the piling of descriptions in Cavell’s account. Over less than two pages, we are presented with a nation at once defeated, destructive, impotent, insatiable, maddened, paranoid, powerful, ridiculed, squandered, terrified and tyrannical. These descriptions might appear as simply contradictory were the remembrance of Lear not so potent in our reading. Still, such deliberate dissonance might also work to suggest America’s profound need for renewed descriptions and re-balancing of accounts, for a novel settling of terms.

A definitive aspect of the American psyche, according to Cavell, is its inability to accept the continuation of its own existence. Of the 4th of July, he writes: ‘Any American writer, any American, is apt to respond to that event in one way or another; to the knowledge that America exists only in its discovery and its discovery was always an accident . . .’ (SW, 8–9). Because the nation was born, it may die; America, Cavell urges, ‘feels mortal’. ‘It wishes proof not merely of its continuance but of its existence, a fact it has never been able to take for granted.’ (MWM, 345) Understanding this apprehension – this national sense of transience – we can see how Cavell’s America emerges as particularly vulnerable to the threat of scepticism. It is a nation of dualities, by turns doubting and asserting itself. Its chronic tendency not to value its own achievements – or to trust only in Europe to have those achievements ratified – is allied to a hesitant and cripplingly dependent sense of self.

Genuine praise of America, genuine engagement with American culture, calls for an emphasis on the self in line with that proposed by Emerson in his resonant essay, ‘Self-Reliance’. Self-reliance calls for an aversion to conformity, a living in contradiction to one’s present day. In Cavell’s idiosyncratic reading, this ‘contradiction’ manifests itself at the level of Emerson’s writing, as a ‘countering of diction’ constantly challenging philosophical as well as everyday language (NYUA, 81). What is involved here is a laborious testing of the daily words that we use. It is a re-possession of language as our own, a recovery of everyday speech. Just as Heidegger was indebted to Hölderlin ‘not alone for lessons of thought but [also] for lessons in reading’, so Emerson and Thoreau, in ‘their interest in their own writing [were] their own Hölderlins.’ (SW, 135) That is, as they foregrounded the literariness of their philosophy, as they struggled daily with the linguistic and literary expression of their thought, Emerson and Thoreau were working as poets. In Cities of Words, Cavell pictures Emerson’s language as ‘in continuous struggle with itself, as if he is having to translate, in his American idiom, English into English’ (CW, 8). With an affinity for linguistic excavation, Emerson’s and Thoreau’s struggle with language allow them to acknowledge the essentially limited nature of our human utterances, the frailty, in general, of our ‘forms of life’.

In an essay on Emerson, Cavell claims ‘an inheritance of philosophy that gives back life to the words it has thought to own – a language in which the traditional vocabulary of philosophy is variously brought to earth’ (ETE, 129). Here again we see Cavell’s emphasis on returning language to forms of life. And here again, the emphasis rests on philosophy as the reclamation of philosophical language. Emerson, Cavell argues, retains the vocabulary of philosophy but strips it of its claim to mastery. His writing is thus difficult in a way no other American philosopher’s has been, certainly different from the difficulty posed by James or by Dewey.31 Emerson thus seeks (and we can certainly extend this to Cavell) not a style of writing but ‘a justness of it, its happy enquiries, ecstasies of exactness’ (SW, 44).

For Cavell, of course, America has always held open a distinctive promise of redemption. A cultural space where the division between philosophy and literature is never as pronounced as in the European tradition, where the question of what philosophy is unsettles Plato’s division between the poets and the philosophers to an ever greater extent, Cavell’s America calls for a reclamation of our philosophical as well as our everyday vocabulary. America’s greatest philosophers (and for Cavell this means Emerson and Thoreau rather than James and Dewey) use philosophical language but deprive it of its claim to mastery. There is no taking for granted, no easy assumption of sense or suitability. Correspondingly, there is a deep sense that every ordinary word and phrase is being tested and weighed for its rightful claim to a place in the philosophical lexicon. An interesting dimension to this reading is Cavell’s idea of American philosophy as somehow more authentic, more precise, more responsive, than its European counterpart.

As participants in American culture, we are thus called to reconsider our aesthetic reactions in a framework of personal responsibility and heightened responsiveness. To be avoided at all costs is an unreflective acquiescence to cultural legacy – what Cavell will call, on considering a Broadway arcade, ‘an American scene of mechanical self-praise’ (PDT, 80). That we must properly engage with our culture, that we must carefully insist upon the significance of our experience, is shown to have consequence beyond the realm of the civilizing or merely aesthetic. As Cavell puts it, ‘If I am to possess my own experience I cannot afford to cede it to my culture as that culture stands. I must find ways to insist upon it, if I find it unheard, ways to let the culture confront itself in me, driving me some distance to distraction’ (PDT, 82).

Confronting our cultural experience is in practice a matter, as Cavell writes elsewhere, ‘of momentarily stopping, turning yourself away from whatever your preoccupation, turning your experience away from its expected habitual track, to find itself, its own track, coming to attention . . . ’. Such ‘coming to attention’ guards against the threat of experience lost, or missed, or simply passing us by, leaving us without a leading voice in our own history, ‘without authority in our own experience’ (PH, 12). This drive to recover the missable, to recover America for Americans, is the precise struggle Cavell has in mind when claiming in recent autobiography that ‘in America we are free, or forced, perpetually to fight battles for our memories of our country’ (LDK, 180). Cavell’s turn to Fred Astaire, of all figures, partakes in this ongoing struggle for culture and for nation. It is an attempted reframing of cultural as well as intellectual inheritance – an appeal to Americans, finally, not to cede their personal experience but to possess it.32

Not only is Cavell concerned to explore the claims made for and by America but he also insists upon the place of American philosophy – specifically, a romanticized American philosophy – in articulating those claims. The nationality of philosophy, particularly in the American case, is for Cavell a continuous and pressing concern. As he admits in an interview, ‘If an American is an intellectual, he or she more commonly would have to feel they are composing the autobiography of America when they write.’33 It is striking that a writer so intellectually cosmopolitan, so averse to disciplinary boundary, still privileges in this manner the native over the foreign. As Mulhall points out, however, this emphasis on the native is in fact less exclusionary than it might seem: ‘Cavell plainly thinks of (his) Americanness as in part characterized by the desire to inherit both from Britain and from the rest of Europe, and so conceives of (his) American philosophy as essentially Anglo-Continental.’34 Moreover, considering Cavell’s career-long emphasis on natural language – on the explorations of everyday speech so central to the work of J. L. Austin and the later Wittgenstein – his accent on the native is perhaps understandable. A significant fact for Cavell was that his father, ‘a Polish Jew whose Polish was gone, whose Yiddish was frozen, and whose English was broken’,35 spoke no language naturally. In this experience of immigrancy Cavell’s attention to natural language, particularly to Emerson’s American English, is rooted. He admits the significance of natural language when considering Emerson’s sentences: ‘That they are each of them a universe entails for me the investigation of the language to which this sentence is native. It could be any language, but the web that produces this sentence can only be investigated by perfect pitch. That’s my fantasy: that’s the myth of writing for me’ (127). America or, more specifically, American English as transfigured by Emerson, becomes a site for Cavell to explore the vagaries of everyday speech.

With its emphasis on the transfiguration of everyday and philosophical terms, its stress on the romantic rehabilitation of the immigrant’s language, Cavell’s America is certainly idiosyncratic. Rorty’s America, a land of democratic freedom and proud citizenship, comes closer to the standard ideal. In Achieving Our Country, his 1998 book based on the William H. Massey Lectures at Harvard, Rorty eloquently advocates an American patriotism, one founded on the democratic visions of Dewey as well as Walt Whitman. Together with the social novelists John Steinbeck, Upton Sinclair and Theodore Dreiser, Whitman and Dewey fully capture for Rorty the ideal American rhetoric, one hailing a ‘civic religion’ (AC, 15) of classless and casteless society, a utopian vision of the secular and the democratic. In their encouragement of American exceptionalism, both Whitman and Dewey sidestep an appeal to the divine. Rorty writes, ‘Both Dewey and Whitman viewed the United States as an opportunity to see ultimate significance in a finite, human, nonhistorical project, rather than in something eternal and nonhuman’ (16).

What Rorty hopes to recover in Dewey and Whitman is a participatory and patriotic alliance, a ‘reformist left’ insistent on America’s meliorative potential. This reformist left pictures America as a country of the future, an embryonic nation whose full glory is yet to be achieved. As such, it is starkly at odds with the ‘cultural left’ of American academe – a left cynically postmodern (embracing the more pessimistic strands of Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault and Derrida) and economically disengaged (focusing primarily on issues of race and ethnicity, of gender and sexuality). On Rorty’s reading this cultural left is more ‘knowing’ than ‘inspirational’ as it consistently frustrates related possibilities of moral improvement and patriotic hope. Motivated by a pronounced anti-Americanism – spectatorial, theoretical and deeply disengaged – it preoccupies itself with knowledge before hope and with culture before society.

At odds with the dismissive tone of his more overtly philosophical writings, Rorty’s writings on America are utopian and optimistic. Achieving Our Country signifies a pronounced break from the comfortable criticisms or the at times lofty disparagement so characteristic of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature as well as Consequences of Pragmatism. As Koopman notes, there is an obvious development in Rorty from philosophy to politics, ‘from foundationalist humility to pragmatist hope’.36 Developing this argument, Koopman draws attention to the unproblematized patriotism of Rorty’s writings; Rorty is happy to concentrate on the patriotic narratives of Dewey, Whitman et al., Koopman writes, happy to foreground ‘uplifting stories designed to engender national hope’. It is striking, however, that such national pride is largely untroubled by the historical realities of the American experiment – that Rorty fails to mention, as Koopman lists, ‘the genocide of indigenous Americans, the southern African-American slave economy, the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the Vietnam War’ (95). Michael A. Peters makes a related argument in his article, ‘White Philosophy In/Of America’. In discussion of Rorty as well as Cavell, Peters finds little in either to complicate affirmations of America. Neither Rorty nor Cavell mentions the legacy of American colonization and slavery, Peters argues, nor do they draw attention to its misguided foreign policies or devastating global warfare. ‘Rorty and Cavell are good American patriots’, Peters concludes, ‘and their philosophies are patriotic’.37

Certainly, Rorty and Cavell unite in their American patriotism. But this is not straightforwardly to say that they are uncritical of America. From his earliest essays, Cavell to his particular credit has drawn attention to his country’s shameful past. The American acceptance of slavery appears in The Senses of Walden but it had surfaced even earlier in an extended essay on Beckett. Here Cavell laments:

It is simply crazy that there should ever have come into being a world with such a sin in it, in which a man is set apart because of his colour – the superficial fact about a human being. Who could want such a world? For an American, fighting for his love of country, that the last hope of earth should from its beginning have swallowed slavery, is an irony so withering, a justice so intimate in its rebuke of pride, as to measure only with God. (MWM, 41)

It is in America’s shameful history of slavery and oppression that Cavell observes an immediate link between the drama of his nation and the drama of Shakespearean tragedy. In both cases the hero’s failure to acknowledge what he knows leads to a predominantly internalized struggle of humiliation and rage; so Hamlet and Othello, so Lear and the American nation. This humiliation and rage must be surmounted – these fantasies of impotence overcome – before any hero can fully believe in and fully assert itself. This Cavell makes clear in his correlation of Lear’s tragedy with an America mired in military complexity. His early essay, ‘The Avoidance of Love’, though structured by the failed acknowledgements of Lear and Cordelia, is written primarily in protest of the Vietnam War. As recounted in 2010 autobiography, the essay is in effect ‘a meditation on the failure of politics, on the insufficiency of love and loyalty when government itself has become pointedly irrational’ (LDK, 306).

Rorty’s later writings, meanwhile, roundly criticize the Bush administration and its foreign policies.38 Certainly his concept of America is more complicated than that sketched by Koopman or Peters, even restricting the analysis to his 1998 rhetoric:

I see America pretty much as Whitman and Dewey did, as opening a prospect on illimitable democratic vistas. I think that our country – despite its past and present atrocities and vices, and despite its continuing eagerness to elect fools and knaves to high office – is a good example of the best kind of society so far invented. (AC, 4, emphasis mine)

As Rorty’s work develops, the criticism is even more marked. In a 2003 interview, when asked whether he was ‘optimistic or pessimistic’ about the future of America, Rorty replied, ‘very pessimistic indeed . . . . I do not see how nuclear war is to be avoided or how the poor nations are to be raised to the level of the rich ones.’39 Cavell and Rorty’s patriotism emerges as even more remarkable given this admission of American shame and American guilt. I would maintain that theirs is a national vision fully cognizant of past atrocity yet fully committed to future improvement and hope.

Critics have further criticized Rorty and Cavell for speaking of America in the singular. Both Rorty and Cavell conflate the terms ‘America’ and ‘the US’, Peters argues, and both restrict their reconstructions of American philosophy to nineteenth- and twentieth- century New England.40 Simon Critchley writes of Cavell, ‘Although it would be wrong to accuse [him] of falling prey to a gross nationalism, one can nonetheless note a continual continentalism in Cavell’s writing that typifies a whole genre of philosophical and political discourse, a continental drift where the names “America” and “the US” become synonyms, and where the name of the nation is inflated and identified with an entire continent’ (149). One might argue that such risks of political and historical fallacy are run equally by Rorty.

In defence of Cavell, at least, negotiations of ‘America’ and ‘the United States’ are more complex than Critchley will allow, based as they are on careful invocations of Emerson as well as Kant. Cavell has always held a fascination with the noumenon/phenomenon divide, with Kant’s transcendentally idealist claim that our experience is structured by an essential duality. Less likely to speak of phenomena and noumena than ‘an actual’ (or everyday) and ‘an ideal’ (or eventual), Cavell’s writings draw continual attention to the unsatisfactory epistemological split between what we experience and what we desire. To Kant’s empirical realism Cavell will wryly respond, ‘Thanks for nothing (or more strictly, No thanks for everything)’ (QO, 53). Mindful of such Kantian currents of frustration, confusion, disappointment – such Kantian currents of existential despair – it is highly significant that Cavell’s readings of Emerson are offered in certain ways as therapeutic response.

In Cavell’s Emerson the ideal or the eventual – Kant’s unreachable noumenal realm – is transfigured via language as his new ‘yet unapproachable’ America. This is not to straightforwardly reduce ‘the USA’ to ‘America’ but to tentatively envision ‘America’ more as humanist hope than geopolitical reality. Whether for its engaged citizenry such philosophical envisioning edifies or frustrates is certainly up for debate. As urged by Anderson, ‘[Cavell’s America] is not to be confused with the actual and imperfect United States it stands in judgment over, although the distinction and the distance between the actual and ideal America remains trying for readers made weary by the messianic bluster of American exceptionalism in everyday political life.’41

For Cavell, then, there is a pronounced distinction and pronounced distance between America actual and America yet-to-be-achieved. This relates no doubt to America’s difficulty in finding within itself moments worthy of genuine praise, a difficulty captured in Cavell’s writings as ‘a doubt of America (voiced not alone by Emerson) about the promised originality of its culture, is the sense that this disappointment is in league with America’s terrible arrogance, as though it senses its aspirations to democracy are fated to be less appreciated than its failures of it’ (ETE, 6). Interestingly, Rorty has no trouble at all in highlighting praise and the praiseworthy; American National Pride is foundational to his liberal democratic rhetoric. Again and again Rorty emphasizes the need for foundational narratives and inspiring stories, ‘stories about what a nation has been and should try to be . . . not attempts at accurate representation but rather attempts to forge a moral identity’ (AC, 13). Whitman and Dewey, of course, in their stance as liberal democratic pragmatists preaching hope before knowledge and praise before despair, are the central praisers or prophets of this civic religion.

In his recent reading of the comedies of remarriage, Andrew Taylor has emphasized a substantial difference in the national ideals of Rorty and Cavell.42 In Taylor’s estimation, Rorty believes that the attainment of a particular kind of democracy ‘can bring about a perfected American scene, one in which the scepticism and self-doubts of the nation are overcome’. For Taylor this optimistic register strikingly jars with the more burdened politics of Cavell; this is a vision ‘focused less on the utopian possibilities of thought – on the teleology of politics – than it is on delicate, fraught processes by which the task of acknowledging others is undertaken in the face of scepticism’s force’. Though acknowledging Cavell as the figure to make reference to the ‘perfected community’, Taylor finds in Rorty the more idealistic vision (188–9).

Further developing his argument, Taylor notes the implicit teleology of ‘Achieving’ as title term for Rorty’s Achieving Our Country. The key point here is that Cavell would never take for granted such a telos or culmination or end-point of national self-definition, never presume that America will one day reach and embrace perfection. In Cavell’s idiosyncratic understanding America is never entirely emancipated from scepticism’s sway. The nation ‘feels mortal’, as he puts it, any hope of political achievement must be chastened in recognition of epistemological limit. Perhaps this accounts to some extent for the characteristic note of caution or restraint attending the later writings on film. As Taylor concludes, ‘Cavell’s understanding of marriage is anything but utopian, so if it is figured as a microcosmic model for larger forms of affiliation it is done so in the full awareness of scepticism’s undermining force’ (190).

Taylor is right to point up the differences in register between Rorty’s emancipatory politics and Cavell’s sceptically burdened America. While we mightn’t want to fully agree with Simon Critchley (‘America is a philosophical event that can never happen’),43 certainly Cavell’s writings on America postpone the achievement of this ideal to a greater extent than Rorty’s. Taylor and Loxley make this point as follows: ‘Cavell’s perfectionism recognizes the romantic promise of America without ever falling into a complacent certainty about its realisation. Cavell’s imagination is not utopian, but it recognizes the kind of minor victories and instances of self-transformation that help to keep scepticism at bay.’44 In general, one might say that Cavell articulates a more complex relation to his nation. A decisive philosophical consideration here is his interweaving of ‘America’ and ‘Emerson’ with the project of romanticism more generally. The task of Cavell’s America is to renew, via praise, our interest in the ordinary. As Critchley frames this progression, ‘We do not, therefore, return to the ordinary, the everyday or the Lebenswelt, so much as turn to them for the first time, undergoing a turning around, a conversion. The ordinary is not a ground but a goal’ (139). Similarly, Cavell’s is a romanticist interpretation of America – an America we approach not directly but in aversiveness. Our experiences of American culture must be romanticized, Cavell urges, they must be approached with renewed energy and curiosity and attentiveness. Only through such careful processes of recovery might we hope to sustain a transformed interest in our culture as well as in our everyday lives, ‘attracting the human to the work of becoming human’ (NYUA, 10). Awakening our attention to America – making the everyday fantastic and the ordinary extraordinary – there is a definite Cavellian link between the work of romanticism, the work of the critic and the task of the nation.

In their visions of America both Rorty and Cavell emphasize the centrality of the secular. For Cavell, the romanticization of the world is in effect a process of de-divinization, the establishment of an essentially human community bound by shared language and gesture and renewed daily by fragile processes of moral and aesthetic judgement (CR, 470). In Emerson and Thoreau these processes find finest articulation. For Rorty, ideal America no longer hopes for salvation from a non-human reality. Whitman and Dewey emerge as national heroes in their opening of a national vista that is finite, human and hopeful. In very different ways, then, both Rorty and Cavell enliven the trope of America as secular utopia, America as a country in the West yet to be achieved, yet unapproachable. That this utopian possibility presents itself in the final analysis as a task everyday and existential accounts for the figures’ respective and very particular nativist energies; for all their differences Rorty and Cavell appear closest together in the idea of America as philosophical and political force.


3

The Turn to Literature

For their incorporation of literary texts into philosophical discourse, Rorty and Cavell are not unique in American philosophy. Among their contemporaries, Martha Nussbaum and Cora Diamond are perhaps the most influential to grant a central role to fiction in the development of moral theory.1 Still, the depth and range of Rorty and Cavell’s literary engagement is an illuminating point of correspondence between the two. For both figures, the turn to literature originates in dissatisfaction with prevailing principles and practices of disciplinary philosophy. Theirs is a shared intuition that the reading of literary texts might offer an alternative mode of philosophical responsiveness – that such reading might fully replace philosophy or at the very least illustrate a novel and edifying form for philosophy to take.

Bearing fully in mind the different contexts and motivations for their turn to literature, this chapter will dwell for analysis on specific examples of Rorty’s and Cavell’s literary criticism. Of particular interest are Cavell’s essays on Beckett’s Endgame and Shakespeare’s King Lear collected in Must We Mean What We Say? (1969) and his essays on romantic poetry from In Quest of the Ordinary (1988). Rorty’s turn to literature will be examined with due attention to his readings of Nabokov and Orwell in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989) as well as his still-resonant essay, ‘The Inspirational Value of Great Works of Literature’ in Achieving Our Country (1998). Of course, it is not easy – in the case of Cavell, particularly, it is near impossible – to separate autonomous moments of literary criticism from autonomous moments of philosophy. Any engagement with the figures’ turn to literature will necessarily range over their entire bodies of work.

Building on the arguments of Stephen Mulhall and Gerald Bruns, I will be arguing that Cavell’s practice of reading operates ‘at the level of poetics’, that it attends to the sound and the look of words just as much as their meaning. What is in point here are the multiple resonances – aural, mythological and etymological – of words. Cavell has tended in his writings not towards the novel but towards works of poetry and tragedy. Rorty’s excavations on the other hand operate on what we might term the ‘macro-level’, the level of plot and character, the level of literature rather than linguistics. His most extended engagements are with the novel (more specifically, with the novel of ideas) rather than with the poem or the drama. One way of explaining this difference might be with reference to the distinction between characterization in a novel and characterization in a play. Dramatic characters characteristically present themselves to us, either by hyperbole or by understatement, and Cavell follows this characteristic presentation in finding the medium of drama deeply revelatory of our relationship with other persons. Given his tendency not to problematize at all our relationship with the world or with other people, such concerns are understandably less central for Rorty.

In general, comparisons of Rorty’s and Cavell’s literary criticism privilege the latter’s more formalist approach, arguing that Rorty is not as linguistically attuned as Cavell, that he is simply instrumentalist with respect to literature. While in Rorty’s defence it is sometimes argued that his conception of literariness is not simply resistant to questions of style and form but in fact grants to literature a more transformative role in the creation of the liberal democracy, I would still maintain the astuteness of the general reading, and concur that Cavell before Rorty is the better reader of literature. Pressing further on this argument, I aim in this chapter’s final section to broaden the discussion from the Anglo-American to the French philosophy/literature tradition. It is my argument that Cavell and Rorty’s interpretations of Derrida, in particular, illuminate precisely what is at stake in their idiosyncratic turns to the literary.

Rorty’s literary culture

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty jolts philosophical audiences out of a too-trusting reliance on scientific and logical modes. Science, Rorty urges, is an optional human endeavour. It is neither the paradigm nor the culmination of human activity. In Consequences of Pragmatism, Philosophy and Social Hope and the four volumes of his Philosophical Papers, this project of emancipation takes an added step. Rorty now wishes both philosophy and science to view themselves on the model of literary criticism – as self-consciously concerned not with facts but with interpretations. Rorty hopes that this self-image will enliven both philosophy and science to accept that there is no final truth, no end point of argument, only a plurality of possible truths redescribable more or less attractively.

A key essay in this context is ‘Nineteenth-Century Idealism and Twentieth-Century Textualism’. Rorty begins with a distinction between the ‘idealists’ and the ‘textualists’, the former a recognizable philosophical school (‘who argued that nothing exists but ideas’) and the latter a mixed bag of contemporary intellectuals (‘who write as if there were nothing but texts’ (CP, 139)). On Rorty’s schema, both sets of practitioners unite in their resistance to science as the paradigmatic human activity. They diverge ‘in that one is a philosophical doctrine and the other an expression of suspicion about philosophy’ (141). That is, textualists (for Rorty these include Derrida and Foucault as well as Harold Bloom and Paul De Man) seek to dethrone both science and philosophy to reconsider both as literary genres. By ‘literary genres’, Rorty means all forms of creative writing, and this includes literary criticism as well as poetry, drama, fiction and philosophy. ‘Literature’, similarly, is expanded to all those areas of culture that ‘forego agreement on an encompassing critical vocabulary, and thus forego argumentation’ (142). What is in question is not the truthfulness of propositions but the usefulness of vocabularies.

Bloom’s concept of ‘strong misreading’ now comes strongly to the fore. Rorty adopts the strong misreader, or the strong poet, as the archetype of his ideal literary culture. Once again, in his conception of ‘poetry’ and the ‘strong poet’, Rorty is expanding liberally on the usual lexical definitions, viewing poetry not as ‘poesy’ (‘metrical and/or imaginative discourse designed above all to evoke an aesthetic response’) but as ‘poeisis’ (‘the creative production of meaning’).2 The strong poet is a pragmatist critic content to sideline authorial intention in the imposition of his own discursive framework. He is ‘the maker of new words, the shaper of new languages, the vanguard of the species’ (CIS, 20). As part of his poetic practice, invention is prioritized over discovery, making over finding, autonomy and novelty over truth. Rorty writes:

The model here is not the curious collector of clever gadgets taking them apart to see what makes them work and carefully ignoring any extrinsic end they may have, but the psychoanalyst blithely interpreting a dream or a joke as a symptom of homicidal mania. (CP, 151)

Here as elsewhere, Rorty’s description of the strong misreader is deliberately provocative. The role of this ideal interpreter is not to reveal a text’s essence or intrinsic meaning but to set the text to work. Moreover, this attitude is decidedly not limited to the literary sphere. ‘All anybody ever does with anything’, Rorty urges, ‘is use it’ (PSH, 134). This instrumentalist model is a self-conscious blend of neo-pragmatist and post-structuralist thought. It recommends the down-playing of truth and knowledge and the valourization of creativity and utility. Simultaneously, it is a challenge to E. D. Hirsch’s influential distinction between a text’s ‘meaning’ and its ‘significance’ and Umberto Eco’s related distinction between a text’s ‘interpretation’ and ‘use’. Neither of these distinctions has any purchase in Rorty’s literary critical schema. What is in point is creative and playful negotiation between characters and vocabularies. ‘Reading texts’, Rorty writes, ‘is a matter of reading them in the light of other texts, people, obsessions, bits of information, or what have you, and then seeing what happens’ (PSH, 144). In priority here is not the author’s intention but the reader’s response. A final distinction to be noted is one Rorty draws between ‘methodical’ and ‘inspired’ readings, between ‘knowing what you want to get out of a person or thing or text in advance and hoping that the person or thing or text will help you want something different’ (145).

What Rorty wants to get out of literary texts is unequivocal. It is touched upon in several essays in the early Philosophical Papers and Consequences of Pragmatism and finds its fullest elaboration in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity. The value of literature is its ability to sensitize its readers to the pain and humiliation inflicted by particular selves upon particular others. Literature alone holds this ability: it allows us to imaginatively occupy the perspectives of other people and so enlarge our capacity for sympathy and understanding. Rorty urges that novels which achieve this aim are more effective than philosophy or political theory in shaping the citizens of a liberal democracy. This he makes clear in his central essay, ‘Heidegger, Kundera and Dickens’: ‘When you weigh the good the social theorists have done against the good the novelists have done you find yourself wishing there had been fewer theorists and more novelists’ (PP2, 80).

In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty’s literary criticism develops in greatest detail. In many ways a manifesto for Rorty’s position to date, the energy of Contingency is matched only by the stirring rhetoric of his later essay, ‘The Inspirational Value of Great Works of Literature’ (1997). Both of these works foreground ‘genius’, ‘romance’, ‘freshness’ and ‘charisma’ – qualities more usually found in literature than in Anglophone philosophy as currently practised. Related ideas of imagination and inspiration, ‘tingles’ and ‘shudders’, ‘sensuous content’ and ‘aesthetic bliss’ (CIS, 148), emerge as the primary touchstones of literary value. It is the novel, indeed, that plays the greatest role in Rorty’s vision of liberalism. In a key passage midway through Contingency, Rorty draws on the work of Marcel Proust to outline this vision in greater detail:

. . . the lesson I draw from Proust’s example is that novels are a safer medium than theory for expressing one’s recognition of the relativity and contingency of authority figures. For novels are usually about people – things which are, unlike general ideas and final vocabularies, quite evidently time-bound, embedded in a web of contingencies. Since the characters in novels age and die – since they obviously share the finitude of the books in which they occur – we are not tempted to think that by adopting an attitude toward them we have adopted an attitude toward every possible sort of person. (CIS, 107)

In the contrast he draws between ‘books about people’ (novels) and ‘books about ideas’ (philosophy), Rorty finds the latter largely unhelpful. In their characteristic descriptions of ‘eternal relations between eternal objects’, works of philosophy or theory fail to recognize, as novels recognize only too well, that our ‘final vocabularies’ are largely a matter of contingency, ‘engendered by haphazard matings, by who happened to bump into whom’ (107). This emphasis on particularity over generality is underscored at several points of Contingency. In the concluding lines of Chapter 7, for example, Rorty writes that Nabokov’s best novels ‘are the ones which exhibit his inability to believe his own general ideas’ (168). His repeated emphasis on the importance of detail similarly champions the particular over the general.3 Rorty thus turns from philosophy as dominantly practised in the academy to the activity he now sees as the true work of the ironist intellectual. As an intellectual pursuit best suited to the cultivation of empathy and solidarity, one most helpfully illustrating the power of the particular and the contingent, Rorty turns to his own idiosyncratic brand of literary criticism.

In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty dedicates a chapter each to the twentieth-century novelists Vladimir Nabokov and George Orwell. These writers differ from those discussed by Rorty at an earlier point in Contingency (among them Proust, Nietzsche, Heidegger and Derrida) in that cruelty, rather than self-creation, is their central topic. In Rorty’s schema, Nabokov writes about cruelty ‘from the inside’, illustrating how the private pursuit of aesthetic bliss produces cruelty. Orwell writes about cruelty ‘from the outside’, from the point of view of the victims. According to Rorty, both writers help us to get inside cruelty; they help us to articulate ‘the dimly felt connection between art and torture’ (146). Rorty’s reading of Nabokov concentrates on three of Nabokov’s traits: his aestheticism, his concern with cruelty and his belief in immortality. Consonant with his blurring of the traditional boundaries between imaginative and critical discourse, Rorty moves easily from Nabokov’s fiction to his literary criticism and from his autobiographical writing to his letters. Indeed, although he cites Lolita and Pale Fire, the first few pages of his reading are devoted entirely to Nabokov’s literary criticism, focusing almost exclusively on the Lectures on Literature.

Taking as fundamental the Nabokovian idea that ‘there can be sensitive killers, cruel aesthetes, pitiless poets – masters of imagery who are content to turn the lives of other human beings into images on a screen, while simply not noticing that these other people are suffering’ (157), Rorty’s readings of Lolita and Pale Fire employ literature in the service of solidarity. Nabokov’s characters dramatize for Rorty the cruelty of incuriosity. The writer’s most memorable creations (Kinbote, Humbert Humbert and Van Veen) are obsessives ‘who, although they write as well as their creator at his best – are people that Nabokov loathes – loathes as much as Dickens loathed Skimpole’ (158). This presentation of character is of central importance to Rorty’s criticism. It underscores his vision of the novel as a medium that offers ‘thick’ (i.e. detailed and complex) descriptions of human concerns and loyalties.

In Milan Kundera’s phrase, the novel offers us a ‘paradise of individuals’, a point developed further in Rorty’s 1991 essay, ‘Heidegger, Kundera and Dickens.’ What Rorty is keen to emphasize here is the resistance of Dickensian characterization to moral typology. If we can speak more intimately of ourselves and each other in terms of ‘a Magwich’, ‘a Havisham’, ‘a Jellyby’, ‘a Pickwick’, the hope is that we can move beyond standardly rigid and unhelpful understandings of virtue and vice (PP2, 78). If we are to follow Kundera and his ‘wisdom of the novel’, Rorty believes, our moral judgements would in a similar way find construction in terms of proper names and not general principles. 

Once again, in highlighting the role of character, Rorty’s emphasis falls on the particular and the detailed. On this foregrounding of the individual before the general, human beings are brought together not with normative appeal to rights and duties but with personal appeal to shared suffering. Our ability to notice and attend to the sufferings of others is not rooted in rational reflection or universal principle but reflects our fellow feeling, our decency, our kindness. It is noteworthy here that this shared ability is actualized for Rorty both inside and outside the literary text; fictional characters’ empathy (or lack of empathy) with each other prompt readers of fiction to empathize with fictional characters and so to empathize, we might say, with their real-life counterparts. As Rorty makes the point, ‘By identification with Mr. Casaubon in Middlemarch or with Mrs. Jellyby in Bleak House, for example, we may come to notice what we ourselves have been doing’ (CIS, 147).

Rorty’s Nabokov, in Rorty’s words, ‘sensitized his readers to the permanent possibility of small-scale cruelties produced by the private pursuit of bliss’. Rorty’s Orwell, in similar ways, sensitized his readers ‘to a set of excuses for cruelty which had been set into circulation by a particular group – the use of a rhetoric of “human equality” by intellectuals who had allied themselves with a spectacularly successful criminal gang’ (CIS, 171). On Rorty’s reading, Orwell’s imaginative ability to redescribe the post-World War II Soviet Union (his ability, in other words, to sensitize his readers to political rhetoric profoundly false and profoundly damaging) was the novelist’s greatest practical contribution. Once again, Rorty’s reading of Orwell draws heavily not only on the writer’s fiction but on his criticism, essays, journalism and letters.

Similar to his reading of Lolita and Pale Fire, the focus in Rorty’s reading of Orwell is on character, particularly on 1984’s O’Brien. ‘In the view of 1984 I am offering’, Rorty writes, ‘Orwell has no answer to O’Brien, and is not interested in giving one’ (176). On Rorty’s picture the central point of Orwell’s book is to convince its audience that O’Brien is indeed possible. ‘As terrifying a character as we are likely to meet in a book,’ says Rorty, what O’Brien helps us to see is that ‘it may just have happened’ that Europe began to prize benevolent sentiments and the idea of a common humanity and that, equally, ‘it may just happen’ that the world will one day be ruled by people who lack any such sentiments and any such moralities’ (183). Orwell’s O’Brien, together with O’Brien figures throughout history, demonstrates for Rorty that there is nothing essential about human nature which necessarily rules out this mode of human cruelty. There are no necessary (and necessarily positive) truths about human nature; there are only ‘a lot of small contingenct facts’ (183). On this point, Rorty Hannah Arendt and her revision of Aristotelian Virtue Ethics in the wake of the Eichmann trial.

A substantial worry in Rorty’s readings of Nabokov and Orwell is the philosopher’s instrumentalism, his setting up of the novel as an illustrative device in direct competition with philosophy. James Conant has pointed to a very particular irony in Rorty’s attempt to find, in 1984, a literary back-up for his own theory of redescription. Writes Conant: ‘Among the ironies in Rorty’s attempt to find an apologia for his own doctrines in 1984, the most wonderful lies in the fact that the novel – under the topic of Newspeak – contains perhaps the most searching meditation ever written on the potential intellectual implications of replacing one vocabulary with another . . . all of these features of vocabulary replacement cut both ways. A change in vocabulary can also deprive us of the ability to talk about some things we might still want to talk about’.4 Conant is right to pinpoint the irony in Rorty’s procedures. More effectively than any contemporary criticism of Rorty, Orwell’s novel highlights the potential pitfalls of a world based on imaginative redescription before justified argument. But perhaps even more worrying here is the philosopher’s literary-philosophical approach in general. Arguably, Rorty’s focus on the philosophical content carried or inspired in the Nabokovian or Orwellian text is deeply troubling for his appreciation of these writings as works of literature.

Michael Fischer was one of the first critics to insist on this point. In his response to Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, it is Fischer’s argument that Rorty demeans rather than elevates the study of literature, in the process reducing its cultural capital (as well as the cultural capital of philosophy). In describing literary culture, Fischer writes, it is as if Rorty were visiting a ‘preschool playroom’5 rather than overhearing a restrained conversation. Fischer continues:

Rorty’s point, in short, is not that literature is cognitive, serious, powerful and responsible, but that philosophy (without admitting it) is like literature: imprecise, capricious and methodologically dishevelled.

Instead of strengthening literature, Fischer argues, Rorty leaves it impotent. Literature appears not as a force in Rorty’s argument but as an ‘inert category’ represented by a list of authors and books that, Fischer argues, Rorty’s theory gives him no reason to analyse. Fischer concludes that Rorty’s pragmatism does not offer ‘a convincing rationale’ for literary study (241). More recently, Simon Stow has argued that Rorty, although appearing to advocate an innovative and philosophically-informed literary criticism, is in fact a determinedly conservative literary critic. With particular reference to Rorty’s readings of Lolita and Pale Fire, Stow urges that Rorty ‘writes an awful lot like somebody who believes that the texts themselves are doing the work, and that these texts are endowed with only one possible interpretation.’6

If in his insistence on Rorty’s conservatism Stow goes a little too far, certainly the philosopher’s approach to literary criticism seems safe at times. Not only does he tend to paraphrase fiction (i.e. to present novels in terms of idea, event or plot), but the approach to character can also be reductive. Rorty admits that the importance of character is its portrayal of ‘psychologically plausible figures’, but this mimetic emphasis leads to a frustratingly one-dimensional approach. The complexities of Humbert Humbert and O’Brien, for example, become far less important than their ability to dramatize central themes; equally, Rorty’s emphasis on the idiosyncrasy of character (his emphasis on ‘the unsubsumable, uncategorizable’ nature of Gradgrind, Skimpole, Jellyby, etc.) is at times overtaken by his wish to present these characters as a microcosm or demonstration of idea.

While Rorty urges that literary criticism cannot be discursively fixed, that there are no fixed criteria for literary evaluation,7 his own critical practice is reasonably stable, reasonably consistent. Following Bloom, Rorty operates as a ‘strong misreader’; licensing his procedures with an appeal to self-creation and postmodernist playfulness, he imposes onto his chosen text a vocabulary which ‘may have nothing to do with any vocabulary used in the text or by its author, and seeing what happens’ (CP, 151). In his 1992 exchange with Umberto Eco (‘The Pragmatist’s Progress: Umberto Eco on Interpretation’), the philosopher cheerfully owns up to this utilitarian approach. Rorty freely admits that he imposes on each book he comes across his own ‘grid’: ‘a semiautobiographical narrative of the Pragmatist’s Progress’ (PSH, 133). Dismissing Eco’s distinction ‘between interpreting texts and using texts’, Rorty urges that this distinction is simply one that ‘we pragmatists’ do not wish to make. He writes:

For us pragmatists, the notion that there is something a given text is really about, something which rigorous application of a method will reveal, is as bad as the Aristotelian idea that there is something which a substance really, intrinsically, is, as opposed to what it only apparently or accidentally or relationally is. (142)

It is difficult not to be charmed by the rhetoric of Rorty’s essay. Collected in Philosophy and Social Hope, it is intended for a more general audience and heavily accented by Rorty’s comforting colloquialisms. Rhetoric aside, however, a tension still remains between Rorty’s wish for ‘inspired’ criticism (the ability of texts to ‘enrapture’ and ‘destabilize’ a critic) and his own openness to these destabilizing moments. While he praises ‘unmethodical’ criticism (‘the result of an encounter with an author, character, plot, stanza, line or archaic torso which has made a difference to the critic’s conception of who she is, what she is good for, what she wants to do with herself’ (PSH, 145)), the fact remains that Rorty’s own practice of literary criticism is always hampered by his self-imposed pragmatist grid. It pays far less attention to the particularities of ‘author, plot, stanza or line’ than his polemics might suggest. Paradoxically, his championing of the novel’s ability to illustrate the detailed, the singular and the contingent is not attended by an attentiveness to detail in his own critical practice.

A related critique of Rorty’s turn to literature centres on his seeming neglect of literary form. In many ways, Rorty’s revival of pragmatism in the 1980s was welcomed in literature and culture departments as an energizing contribution to contemporary theory. Undoubtedly more democratic than the French-German approach, if Rorty’s literary criticism seemed old-fashioned it was old-fashioned in a very positive way – recommending as it did a reading of the modern and contemporary novel entirely independent from philosophical armature of ‘the author’ or ‘the text’. Rorty offered to literary critics, as well as pragmatist philosophers, a loosened domain for creativity and play. However, as argued by Günter Leypoldt, Rorty’s credentials as a pragmatist literary scholar have remained in question.8 I cite Leypoldt at length:

While literary critics tend to appreciate [Rorty’s] turn to narrative – as an alternative to abstract theorizing – they often find it harder to accept his narrative ethics. As a result (and in contrast to the most prominent pragmatists in the literary field), Rorty has been accused of a backward-looking approach to literary artwork: a program of “literature as ethical reflection,” according to Lawrence Buell, that “looks suspiciously like old-fashioned value thematics,” a “pre-modern” approach that renders “aesthetic sensibility ultimately subservient to the goal of moral improvement. . . . Critics have invoked the specter of neoconservatism, and pondered personal deficiencies in Rorty’s literary sensibility: such as a “puritan” distrust of aesthetic pleasure, inattentiveness to the intricate “sound and rhythm of poetic language,” or a habit of “philosophizing” literary texts by reducing them to propositional statements. (145)

Leypoldt is right to foreground Rorty’s studied casualness on matters of literary form and style. Relatively unconcerned about traditional notions of literariness or stylistic brilliance, the philosopher prefers to base his conception of literary value on literature’s transformative effects, on related ideas of ‘imagination’, of ‘genius’, of ‘inspiration’, of ‘charisma’.9 The pragmatist background of this preference might be traced, again taking guidance from Leypoldt, to Dewey’s views on the interpenetration of aesthetic experience and social practice.10 It is Leypoldt’s argument that Rorty follows Dewey in replacing formalist definitions of literariness with a more inclusive concept of literature that covers ‘just about every sort of book which might conceivably alter one’s sense of what is possible and important’ (CIS, 82).

Leypoldt might be correct in attributing Rorty’s appreciation of literature to his inheritance of Dewey. The fact remains, however, that Rorty’s readings of literary texts are problematically in tension with his theories of literature. Though overtly championing the importance of the detailed and the singular, his pragmatist literary criticism is not especially attuned to questions of style or form. Indeed, his pragmatist ‘grid’ leaves little room for textual analysis. There is very little close reading in Rorty’s criticism, just as the metaphorical density of his own writing is relatively low. This last contradiction, moreover, points to a broader irony in his conception of literature. As Stow argues, Rorty is quite a conservative literary critic, in the final analysis, relying on ‘problematic tropes such as authorial intention and intrinsic textual meaning’.11 Though more generous in his general appraisal, Richard Hart has similarly urged that Rorty’s readings of texts are less innovative and less radical than his polemics might suggest.12 Such limitation is completely at odds with Rorty’s desire to see himself as a radical interpreter or re-describer of texts – as a ‘strong poet’, by his own lights.

Cavell’s literary philosophy

In his literary inflection of philosophy, Cavell is also re-drawing disciplinary boundaries. He is not arguing that there is no difference between literature and philosophy, nor, as suggested by Rorty, that one discipline might fruitfully be subsumed by the other. Indeed, it is central to Cavell’s philosophical project that a certain distance is maintained. Rather, Cavell means to suggest that we simply do not understand the differences between the disciplines, that the relationship between philosophy and literature stands in need of ‘questioning’ or ‘unsettling’, with all the latter’s evocation of anxiety as well as movement. This lack of understanding is conceived positively, however, as one that enables a fuller vision of philosophy’s enterprise. Cavell’s emphasis on literature’s ‘knowledge’ of scepticism, for example, is allied to his desire to treat literary texts ‘as if’ they were responding to the same problems philosophers have, as he writes of Coleridge and Wordsworth, ‘even responding in something like the same way (a way that cannot be dissociated from thinking)’ (QO, 7).

Cavell’s careful handling of literary texts is based on the contrast he draws between a reading of literature that unsettles the literature-philosophy relationship and a more instrumental approach, ‘where texts are impressed into the service of illustrating philosophical conclusions known in advance’ (DK, 1). Interestingly, the ‘impressing’ that Cavell is so keen to avoid is effected quite unashamedly by Rorty’s ‘pragmatist grid’. His own reading of Dickens involves Bleak House in the liberal democratic project of ‘literature as solidarity’. The blindnesses of Gradgrind and Skimpole function here to encourage a keener attentiveness on the part of their reader, the liberal ironist’s recognition that ‘cruelty is the worst thing that we do’ (CIS, xv). Literature, on this model, and following the tradition of Martha Nussbaum and D. Z. Phillips, becomes a vehicle of moral progress. Arguably, however, and this is one of the key charges levelled against Rorty’s literary criticism, literature thus becomes an instrument of philosophy.

It is interesting that both Cavell and Rorty champion the ability to read slowly, to be open to a text’s destabilizing moments. Prefacing his discussion of moral perfectionism, Cavell writes: ‘What I call slow reading is meant not so much to recommend a pace of reading as to propose a mode of philosophical attention in which you are prepared to be taken by surprise, stopped, thrown back as it were on the text’ (CW, 13). This is very close to the distinction Rorty draws, in his exchange with Umberto Eco, between ‘methodical’ and ‘inspired’ criticism, between ‘knowing what you want to get out of a text in advance and hoping that the person or thing or text will help you want something different’ (PSH, 145).

In writing of Cavell and Simone de Beauvoir, Toril Moi has recently made the case that the kind of criticism valued by Cavell is not the sort of attention that arises from a spirit of suspicion.13 Certainly, Cavell’s readings display an openness and a generosity demonstrably out of tune with his postmodernist contemporaries. As best illustrated in his engagement with Thoreau, there is a therapeutic dimension to these reading practices, one counselling patience and working-through in the face of dispiriting odds and the inevitability of disappointment.14 There is a definite methodological affinity here with Rorty, who argues in Achieving Our Country for an inspirational rather than a knowing criticism, for a mode of reading invested in ideas of moral improvement and patriotic hope. Neither Rorty nor Cavell approaches texts with the postmodernist hermeneutics of suspicion.

How, then, do Cavell’s readings of Poe and Shakespeare compare with Rorty’s brand of literary criticism, his readings of Dickens and Orwell, of Kundera and Nabokov? The most striking difference, of course, is that Cavell would not style his readings as ‘literary criticism’ but as ‘philosophy’.15 His essays on Coleridge and Wordsworth, for example, he would wish to see as something more than literary criticism or illustrations of philosophical theses independently derived. Rather he would wish these essays to illustrate another form that philosophy might take. For Rorty, on the other hand, literary criticism is precisely what philosophy can and should aspire to be. As he broadens the term ‘poetry’ to cover all varieties of imaginative discourse, Rorty’s use of the term ‘literary criticism’ expands the traditional definitions. He defines the term, variously, as ‘a more up-to-date word for dialectic’, ‘the ability to play figures and vocabularies off each other’ and ‘skill at producing surprising gestalt switches by making smooth, rapid transitions from one terminology to another’. Rorty’s exemplars of this practice are Hegel, who ‘helped turn philosophy into a literary genre’ by ‘de-cognitivizing’ and ‘de-metaphysizing’ philosophy, and those modern critics who proposed or inspired new canons; his examples are Arnold, Pater, Leavis, Eliot, Trilling, Kermode and Bloom (CIS, 78–81).

The second most striking difference is that Rorty is simply not as attuned to the linguistic as Cavell. Mulhall has argued that Cavell exhibits an attention not only to etymological and mythological resonances, but to what he terms the ‘atomic’ level of language.16 Writing of Poe’s tale ‘The Imp of the Perverse’, for example, Cavell’s approach to language is almost analytic. First arguing that the very title of Poe’s tale is significant, as it names and illustrates a common fact about language (that it ‘subjects itself to the intelligible’ (QO, 124), i.e. brings itself and its own understanding into question), Cavell expands on this theory by a detailed linguistic excavation:

The fact of language [Poe’s tale] illustrates is registered in the series of imp words that pop up throughout the sixteen paragraphs of the tale: impulse (several times), impels (several times), impatient (twice), important, impertinent, imperceptible, impossible, unimpressive, imprisoned, and, of course, Imp. Moreover, imp. is an abbreviation in English for imperative, imperfect, imperial, import, imprimatur, impersonal, implement, improper, and improvement. And Imp. is an abbreviation for Emperor and Empress. (QO, 124)

Speaking of this imp of the perverse, Cavell argues, causes one to ‘name the imp in English’ and so to speak of language itself, specifically of English, as the perverse (QO, 124). In the most general terms, Cavell’s argument here is that the words of a language are necessarily composed of recurrent combination of letters, that ‘word imps’ form the basis of our language and so reveal its perversity. When we do note these ‘moles of language’ (and Cavell’s choice of phrasing is again significant, suggesting as it does an underground, slightly sinister operation), we recognize language’s constitutive nature, the fact that it is made up of individual ‘building blocks’. This constitutive nature ensures in turn language’s self-referentiality:

What we discover are word imps – the initial, or it may be medial or final, movements, the implanted origins or constituents of words, leading lives of their own, staring back at us, calling upon one another, giving us away, alarming – because to note them is to see that they live in front of our eyes, within earshot, at every moment. (125)

Cavell’s emphasis here is on language as a living entity, an independent organic system that demands our recognition and our acknowledgement. The key point is that this perverseness of language – its necessarily grammatical and self-referential nature – has implications not only on a linguistic but also on a human level. As established by Mulhall among others, given Cavell’s theory of language perversity, we are forced to really mean what we say or, at the very least, to work very hard to avoid unwanted meanings.

In Gerald Bruns’ helpful phrase, Cavell’s practice of reading operates ‘at the level of poetics’, attending to the sound and the look of words just as much as their meaning.17 Rorty’s excavations, on the other hand, operate on what we might term the ‘macro-level’, the level of plot and character, the level of literature rather than linguistics. Instead of focusing on its formal minutiae and the inner workings of its language, Rorty turns to literature for its inspirational value, for the solidarity it might inspire as a basis for a community of liberal ironists. While Cavell’s wish for ‘slow reading’ might seem at odds with the demanding momentum of his own prose, there is a definite tension between Rorty’s wish for this inspired criticism (the ability of texts to ‘enrapture’ and ‘destabilize’ a critic) and his own openness to these destabilizing moments. While he praises ‘unmethodical’ criticism, Rorty’s own practice of literary criticism is always hampered by his interpretative grid. His reading of his favourite novelists is ultimately concerned with fleshing out his vision of the liberal democracy. Consequently, he pays far less attention to the particularities of ‘author, plot, stanza or line’ than his polemics might lead one to expect. Paradoxically, indeed, Rorty’s championing of the novel’s ability to illustrate ‘the detailed, the singular and the contingent’ is hardly ever attended by an attentiveness to detail in his own critical practice.

In direct contrast to Rorty’s focus on plot and narrative, Cavell’s ordinary language criticism develops Austin’s preference for the specific. The reader of Cavell’s essay on Beckett, ‘Ending the Waiting Game’, is plunged immediately into the text’s specificities:

Various keys to its interpretation are in place: “Endgame” is a term of chess; the name Hamm is shared by Noah’s cursed son, it titles a kind of actor, it starts recalling Hamlet. (MWM, 115)

On Cavell’s reading, no existing interpretation of Endgame properly details how the play’s meaning is enriched by these textual clues. If we are to adequately appreciate Beckett’s context of signification these clues in fact need fuller and subtler recording. ‘The first critical problem’, as Cavell later phrases it, ‘is to discover how Beckett’s objects mean at all, the original source of their conviction for us, if they have conviction’ (MWM, 116). In Cavell’s philosophical-critical lexicon, ‘conviction’ carries its double meaning of sincerity and responsibility. Following his preoccupation with criteria and convention, the guiding emphasis here is on what Beckett’s words mean for us, what they tell us about the self’s constitution and its relation to language. Similarly, Cavell draws attention in the essay’s second section not to Beckett’s dialogue but to his ‘grammar’ – his particular way of making sense.

With a studied attention to the specific meanings of the dramatist’s words, Cavell highlights Beckett’s tendency to use words outside or in excess of convention. Central examples include Beckett’s use of the words, ‘God’ and ‘Christ’ (those words that conventionally express a curse) as well as his more general destabilizing of idiom and cliché. Beckett’s words, Cavell writes, ‘strew obscurities across our paths’ and stubbornly resist interpretation. This resistance leads us in turn to the realization that the meaning of the words had in fact hitherto been missed ‘only because it was so utterly bare – totally, therefore unnoticeably, in view’ (MWM, 116). In reading the play, Cavell draws attention not to what the words, under a certain convention, might be taken to mean, but what they literally signify. He argues that Hamm and Clov’s conversations sometimes work by ‘defeating’ the implications of ordinary language. The following passage is taken as exemplary:

HAMM. I’ve made you suffer too much.

(Pause).

Haven’t I?

CLOV. It’s not that.

HAMM. (shocked). I haven’t made you suffer too much?

CLOV. Yes!

HAMM. (relieved). Ah you gave me a fright!

(Pause. Coldly.)

Forgive me.

(Pause. Louder.)

I said, Forgive me.

CLOV. I heard you.

Tracking the expectations and refusals of this passage (Hamm’s first line looks like a confession; it turns out to be a statement: his third speech looks like an appeal for forgiveness; it is in fact a command), Cavell highlights the refusal of Beckett’s characters to have their speech subsumed into or explained by the ordinary contexts of everyday speech. Indeed, according to Cavell, Hamm and Clov say only what their words say. This is the significance of Cavell’s mentioning Beckett’s ‘for the love of God’, which sounds completely different if taken as a clichéd curse or as a literal appeal. This quality of Beckett’s dialogue Cavell registers as its ‘hidden literality’ (MWM, 119).

Interestingly, Cavell recognizes in Beckett an impulse shared with logical positivism, the impulse to use language denotatively: ‘to escape connotation, rhetoric, the noncognitive, the irrationality and awkward memories of ordinary language, in favour of the directly verifiable, the isolated and perfect present’. The key difference, on Cavell’s reading, is Beckett’s awareness of how infinitely difficult this escape will be. ‘Positivism said that statements about God are meaningless; Beckett shows that they mean too damned much.’ In Beckett’s fleeing from convention and criteria, Cavell thus recognizes an anxious awareness of the significance and scope of the ordinary. The positivist’s wish to move beyond the messy and non-formal features of ordinary language is fully granted by Beckett, ‘not by supposing that there is a way out of our language, but by fully accepting the fact that there is nowhere else to go’ (MWM, 120).

This inclination to examine criteria and convention goes to the heart of Cavell’s critical-philosophical procedures and is evident also in his early reading of King Lear. Coincident with the appeal to ordinary speech, attention here again is directed to what people say and do in this or that situation. Perhaps most striking about this approach is Cavell’s attention to fictional characters and situations as if they were real. It is therefore clear at the very least that his ordinary language approach is not premised on a strict division between ordinary and literary language. Indeed, at several points of his work Cavell stresses that the ‘ordinary’ does not merely refer to those words of our everyday expression. Rather:

It reminds us that whatever words are said and meant are said and meant by particular men, and to understand what they (the words) mean you must understand what they (whoever is using them) mean, and that sometimes men do not see what they mean, that usually they cannot say what they mean, that for various reasons they may not know what they mean, and that when they are forced to recognise this they feel they do not, and perhaps cannot, mean anything, and they are struck dumb. (MWM, 270)

Thus Lear, in his failure to understand Cordelia’s love for him, is voicing a more general tragedy: our inability not only to say what we mean but also to recognize and respond to the meanings of others. Cavell suggests furthermore that just as Shakespeare’s characters variously fail to acknowledge one another, so the audience members (and critics) might fail to acknowledge the characters.

At the very least, this is a strange suggestion. How exactly might audience members or critics be expected to overcome this failure? How might we acknowledge a fictional character in a play? Cavell urges repeatedly that we must be attentive. We must direct ourselves to the words of the dramatic work, to the particular voice that says these words and, through that, in Cavell’s words, ‘to the phenomenology of the straits of mind in which only those words said in that order will suffice’ (DK, 40). When Cordelia says, in the famous abdication scene, ‘What shall Cordelia speak? Love, and be silent’, we needn’t interpret this, as many critics have, as indicating her decision to refuse her father’s demand (DK, 62). Cordelia simply asks herself what it is that she can say; there is no necessity to hear her question as rhetorical. From Goneril’s proclamation and from Lear’s response, Cordelia is aware of what will make her father happy. If we consider more carefully the workaday contexts of family feeling and social stress in which this young girl finds herself, Cordelia’s words and actions appear, in fact, to be perfectly understandable. Other interpretations have wilfully sidestepped this ordinary. On Cavell’s reading, indeed, the difficulty and brilliance of Shakespeare is not his estrangement of characters and language but his very insistence on the specificities and contexts of language and action.

It is perhaps unsurprising that critics of Cavell have highlighted the tension between his desire to place himself in the tradition of ordinary language philosophy and the at times ‘extraordinary’ register of his own writings, particularly in the discussions of Beckett and Shakespeare. Most recently, Benjamin H. Ogden has argued that the ordinary language emphasis on ‘what we say when’ is not at all honoured by the intricate movements of Cavell’s prose. Ogden argues that in the essay on Beckett it is simply not clear that Cavell himself knows precisely what it is that he means to say.18 Building his argument on such ambiguous Cavellian phrases as ‘we are given to see’ and ‘what we are given to mean’ (phrases which could, as Ogden points out, carry any number of contradictory meanings), Ogden notes the inconsistency between the standards to which Cavell holds the expressions of Beckett’s play and the standards of his own critical response. Cavell is ‘fuzzy’ in his investigation of intended meanings; he is ‘fudgy’ in his elaboration of key distinctions. Given his continuing emphasis on literality (i.e. that literary characters must be understood by us as really meaning what they say and, moreover, that these literary characters mean one thing completely), such inconsistencies are without defence. As Ogden writes, ‘If we put Cavell to the test of literality to which he subjects Endgame it does not come out, as far as I can see, that there is any context in which it is clear what Cavell means to say.’19

In development of Ogden’s criticism, one might argue further that the ordinary language emphasis on saying what we mean can too easily reduce all literary texts to problematics of meaning and language use. Presumably, if one accuses Rorty of reducing literature to plot or idea, one might similarly accuse Cavell of forcing his chosen texts (from Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations to Beckett’s Endgame to Shakespeare’s Othello) through a theoretical grid clustering around a finite number of interrelated issues: scepticism, acknowledgement, disappointment, the ordinary. Cavell pursues these issues with an obsessiveness unrivalled in contemporary philosophical writing. In this context, D. Z. Phillips has objected not exactly to Cavell’s cultural explorations of acknowledgement or scepticism but to his tendency more broadly to generalize from these cultural explorations to philosophical conclusions in general. Cavell imposes ‘a false unity’ on a selection of literary and filmic texts, Phillips argues, proceeding in a manner that is fully ‘self-authenticating’.20 Similarly, Peter Johnson has argued that Cavell’s seemingly innovative attention to Shakespeare is in fact sorely limited by one particular philosophical perspective, ‘one that involves thinking of specific plays as exemplifying how scepticism about other minds might be lived out and with what consequences’. ‘It is the philosopher’s agenda’, Johnson writes, ‘which is doing the running.’21 Perhaps the most incisive criticism of all comes from Charles Altieri. Focusing like Phillips and Johnson on Cavell’s allegorical readings, the philosopher’s ‘master plot’ of scepticism, it is Altieri’s argument that Cavell reductively thematizes the literary or filmic text. Cavell constantly works to incline the aesthetic back to the ethical. Altieri expands:

For all Cavell’s criticism of traditional philosophy, I worry that he restores the same imperious authority to the language of knowledge with regard to selves that he criticizes when it is based on empiricist principles. He posits a determinable, at least quasi-allegorical situation for the action, and he treats the characters as mattering primarily because their actions can be interpreted in relation to how they deal with dilemma of acknowledgment. What Cavell loses by this allegorical bent is the richness of a literary text’s powers for sheer display, for articulating the capacity of particular situations to elicit values like intimacy, intensity, and wonder without soliciting psychological and moral explanation.22

Mulhall has countered that Cavell’s selectivity of texts is defensible. He argues that anyone who properly appreciates ‘the acknowledgment structure’ underpinning Cavell’s mode of reading ‘would expect him to search for and to use texts which participate in his own attitude and approach to reading; for according to the terms of that approach, only texts written in the spirit in which he reads would be capable of calling forth heightened or exemplary experiences of reading’ (194); the suggestion here is that Cavell chooses beyond the scope of such texts. Certainly, it is clear from his defence of Derrida and de Man in ‘The Division of Talent’ that Cavell himself is sensitive to the charge of wilful readings. One might say that the philosopher ‘puts texts to use’ but nonetheless grant that he is deeply ambivalent about the kind of pragmatism that would use up a text and then move on; perhaps there’s a distinction to be made here between useful and therapeutic readings.23

Defenders of Cavell will further argue that the movement or texture of his prose, unlike that of Rorty’s, prevents his treatment of scepticism from sliding into pained repetition or stasis.24 The emphasis here is on the importance of exemplarity in Cavell’s work where examples are used just as much to unsettle as to prove a certain theory. We catch a glimpse of this process of unsettling in his introduction to Disowning Knowledge. Wishing to assess what might happen if his essay on Hamlet were brought into dialogue with his reading of King Lear, Macbeth or Coriolanus, Cavell writes of his desire ‘to let [the essays] find their weight with just the philosophy that clings to them in their individual emergencies’ (DK, 1). This idea of individuals ‘find[ing] their weight’, interestingly, is a key motif in The Senses of Walden.25 Here Cavell grants to Thoreau a certain precision with words, a certain ‘ecstasy of exactness’, a certain ‘faithfulness to writing’ (SW, 62). This faithfulness inheres, Cavell urges, in Thoreau’s recognition that language, though our responsibility, is not something that is under our control. This recognition is most beautifully expressed by Thoreau’s intuition (or the intuition Cavell imputes to Thoreau) that ‘you can no more tell beforehand whether a line of wording will cleave you than you can tell whether a line of argument will convince you, or an answer raise your laughter. But when it happens, it will feel like a discovery of the a priori, a necessity of language, and of the world, coming to light’ (44). Language – and philosophical writing in general – must be accorded a certain freedom, a certain space to move about. This sense of weighing and settling, of words finding meaning in their own time, is perhaps registered by Cavell’s own taste for present participles (‘accounting’, ‘counting’, ‘acknowledging’, ‘founding’, ‘finding’, ‘declining’) and his lifelong wish that philosophy might lose the desire for assertiveness, for mastery, and instead practise patience.

As he wishes to question the relationship between literature and philosophy, Cavell seeks to unsettle the implied priority ‘in the concepts of illustration and application’ (DK, 1). We see this in the fourth part of The Claim of Reason, where parables and anecdotes (and not their related theory or argument) carry the burden of conviction. Similarly, in his reading of the Wallace Stevens’ poem ‘Not Ideas About The Thing’, Cavell urges that the poet’s poetic examples (‘the cry of the bird’, ‘the distant rising of the sun’) are themselves philosophically consequent. Like the parables of the frog prince and the craftsman, these examples cannot be paraphrased. Bringing us closer to the actual world of our experience, they offer themselves, rather, as ‘touchstones of intimacy’.26 These examples register a kindred feeling, as Cavell writes of Stevens’ ‘Sunday Morning’, that comes to seem like ‘a natural expression, the only expression’ (MWM, 81). Strangely, then, it seems that the example, the parable, the anecdote or the metaphor – all ‘touchstones of intimacy’ in Cavell’s delicate phrase – have a certain power, a certain necessity, that cannot be captured by a complete or finished theory. Philosophy, on Cavell’s vision, should not turn to the arts for mere examples or illustrations of its central points. To use the literary and visual arts in this way would be a gross distortion of their vision and power, a reduction to a simplistically expressivist understanding.

Cavell, Rorty and post-structuralist literary theory

Beyond relatively recent engagements with the fiction of Henry James and Jane Austen, Cavell has had little to say about the modern novel. Given the dominance of the novel form in his own lifetime, not to mention its obvious significance for the philosophy of ordinary language, this fact is surely surprising. One might presume the novel to afford ample opportunity for showcasing the vicissitudes of everyday speech and the vulnerabilities of the human community, concerns always paramount for Cavell’s writing. That scepticism on the Cavellian model is particularly damaging when it invades human relationships is another robust reason for the novel’s traditionally realist ambitions to chime with the philosopher’s exploratory programme. This is simply not the case, surprisingly. In exploration of ‘what we say when’, Cavell is far more likely to turn to Shakespearean tragedy or Beckettian farce. Even more surprising, according to Robert Chodat, is Cavell’s ‘remarkably little interest’ in the fiction of his American contemporaries.27 With specific reference to the work of John Barth, Don DeLillo, Thomas Pynchon and N. Scott Momaday, Chodat highlights this generation’s discomfort with the ‘materialist, empiricist strands’ (210) of the modern intellectual tradition. ‘Such fiction shares with Cavell certain anxieties and dissatisfactions’, Chodat writes, though it ‘veer[s] away’ (213) from the philosopher’s specific response.

Beyond matters of personal preference or proficiency (Rorty avows, for example, that he is simply ‘not a good reader’ of poetry), how are we to account for Cavell’s avoidance of the novel? Why has a philosopher so open to the literary domain taken so little interest in the dominant literary form of his own generation? Chodat touches on one likely explanation in an oblique reference to Cavell’s humanism. Juxtaposing Derrida’s deconstructive practices with Cavell’s typically quaint invocation of Emerson (‘For him genius is . . . something each person has, not something certain people are’), Chodat highlights Cavell’s distance from the ‘critique of the subject’ anti-humanism gaining discursive momentum from the 1960s onwards (217). In stark contrast to such critical dispensations, he argues, the concept of the human has always been central for Cavell. In advancing a similar thesis, Eldridge and Rhie have drawn attention to a cluster of Cavellian concepts – ‘voice’, ‘self’ and ‘subject’ – fundamental to Cavell’s critical practice yet ‘woefully outdated’, it must seem, to contemporary readers.28 For Eldridge and Rhie, these concepts and commitments are instrumental in measuring the distance between Cavell’s idiosyncratic literary investment and the dominant literary paradigms of the twentieth century.

There is a significant distance between Cavell’s literary philosophy and the usual procedures of philosophically informed literary critics. As Eldridge and Rhie ably recount, while literary critics in a very general sense have always granted their respect for Cavell’s work, this wide-ranging approval has never exactly equated to literary critical impact. To his literary-philosophical contemporaries (Derrida, Foucault and Lacan among them), Cavell has never enjoyed a comparable notoriety. It is difficult to deny that there is a curiously unfashionable register – a ‘strange aura of untimeliness’ (5), in Eldridge and Rhie’s phrase – to Cavell’s writing. His work proceeds always along lines of the personal and the intimately revelatory, achieving a candour and sincerity completely at odds with his late-twentieth-century contemporaries. Another way of framing this point is in terms of his idiosyncratic relationship to postmodernism. There is simply no trace in Cavell’s work of the parodic, the subversive, the playful or the absurd. He resists entirely the emancipatory irony liberating Rorty et al. from discovery into creation. Chodat turns to Brian McHale’s definition of the postmodern mode – as one characterized by an ontological rather than an epistemological dominant – to explain this resistance. ‘Cavell’s hope’, Chodat writes, ‘is not to make a universe but to renew the universe we have, which for him means renewing the words we already speak’ (218).

It is interesting to note that Rorty’s relationship with contemporary literary theory is marked equally by this fundamental ambivalence. Neither Rorty nor Cavell reads with a spirit of suspicion, one might say; neither fits with the European postmodernist paradigm where to read critically is not to praise nor to admire but ‘necessarily to debunk, deconstruct, take apart, tear down’.29 Notwithstanding the profound difference in their modes of attention to the literary or filmic text there is in both figures’ cultural engagement a shared sentimentality, an idealism, a romance. Pushing further on this literary-critical affinity – and exploring why and where it begins to dissipate – I propose the work of Derrida as a particularly helpful counterpoint. I propose that Rorty and Cavell’s readings of Derrida in fact illuminate the fundamental philosophical differences motivating the American figures’ approach to literature.

It is interesting that Cavell and Rorty both defend Derrida against the practices of deconstruction. More specifically, both register the irreducibility of Derrida’s writings to deconstruction as interpreted and championed in the writings of Paul de Man among others. For Rorty, Derrida is in fact ‘a sentimental, hopeful, romantically idealist writer’. Reading Derrida as participating in his own way in the hopes of the Enlightenment, Rorty urges that Derrida is as hopeful as a democratic Dewey or as humanist as a libertarian Mill. Rorty urges, moreover, that there is a profound difference between Derrida’s literary-critical forays and de Man’s mode of textual dismantling in testament to ‘the presence of a nothingness’. This latter is Rorty’s primary target when bemoaning the sickening cynicism and smug knowingness characteristic of university literature departments in the late twentieth century. ‘The flurry of deconstructive activity seems to me to have added little to our understanding of literature’, Rorty writes, ‘and to have done little for leftist politics.’ Regretfully, rather, such literary-critical industry has spawned ‘a self-satisfied and insular academic left’.30 In Rorty’s estimation, there is much more to Derrida’s work.

Cavell has also expressed admiration for and a sense of affinity with Derrida’s project. His impatience towards deconstruction, like Rorty’s, is directed not towards Derrida but towards those who too loosely adopt his signature concepts and terms. Cavell, for his own part, shares with Derrida a suspicion of ‘logocentrism’. The latter’s desire to undercut traditional metaphysical hierarchies correlates with the former’s insistence on our relationship to the world as not exactly one of knowing. Cavell and Derrida further unite in their desire to open philosophical writing to its literary dimensions and in their metaphilosophical tendencies more generally. Both seek an edifying and personally won pathway beyond the forms and styles of contemporary academic philosophy. Both are committed to issues of voice and writing and language more generally.

There is, nonetheless, a profound distinction and distance between Rorty and Cavell and their interpretations of Derrida. Most importantly, Rorty would unite with Derrida in his scepticism towards the Cavellian ordinary, unite with Derrida in his idea that all language is variously contingent, figural, metaphorical, non-transparent, undecidable, unstable. In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty had argued that the philosophical drive toward knowledge had always been blinkered by its own restrictive metaphors (prominent among these, of course, is the metaphor of the mind as “mirror” of nature, as pure reflector of reality, as the ‘glassy essence’ of the soul). It became the task of philosophy, correspondingly, to ignore this metaphorical basis. As Christopher Norris phrases it, ‘it thus became the task of philosophy to legitimate this picture of its work by forgetting the swerve into metaphor which first produced, and still sustains, its discourse’.31 Derrida’s essay ‘White Mythology’, published the same year as Mirror, fully endorses Rorty’s position. Rather than freeing us from metaphor in the name of reason, metaphysics on Derrida’s model actually exiles its own metaphoricity. The idea that there is a sharp distinction between philosophy and literature is thus a ‘white mythology’, a myth that philosophy uses pure language and poetry uses metaphor. Philosophy, it turns out, has been blind to its own metaphors.

Commenting on Derrida’s essay in 2004, Rorty writes:

In his witty and brilliant essay, Derrida describes what happens when philosophers obsessed with purity turn their attention to language. They typically try to cleanse discourse of any trace of metaphor. Derrida thought this ludicrous. His essay shows that the Western philosophical tradition itself was a tissue of imaginative metaphors, and none the worse for that.32

Embracing the Derridean stress on metaphoricity, Rorty feels further justified in recommending his neo-pragmatist move from a philosophical to a literary culture. Philosophy can never be purified of its own formative metaphors, he urges, and so philosophy has no more claims to purity than any other kind of writing. There is no escape from language and discourse, no non-contingent viewpoint, no extra-textual refuge. Rorty would agree with Derrida that all metaphysics is a ‘white mythology’, that all philosophical writing is irreducible to its own metaphors. Relatedly, Rorty and Derrida would both contend that no language user can ever be fully in control of their speech or their writing. In speaking with others we always run the risk of misunderstanding or alienation.

As is evident at the very least from his readings of Poe, Cavell would accept that our words are never fully under our control, that no criterion is at hand to fully settle their status. Our agreed-upon words do not always allow satisfactory expression or desired connection with the external world. Language is disappointing, to use Cavell’s term; of our inner life, it can reveal both too much and too little. As he elaborates in his essay ‘Recounting Gains, Showing Losses’, ‘you always tell more and tell less than you know’ (QO, 83). In ways enthralling and exasperating, scepticism is thus conditional of our everyday lives in language, for it is only in recognition of our expressions’ fragility and disappointment that we are roused to linguistic and bodily responsiveness. As Cavell, in Cities of Words, outlines how we are ordinarily accountable: ‘I am responsible for ensuring that my words, legible as anyone else’s, are not counterfeits of themselves, that they are backed by my meaning, here and now’ (CW, 202).

Nonetheless, Cavell would still strain against the sceptical generalization that language as such is contingent or shaky. He would be profoundly uncomfortable with the deconstructionist terminology of ‘undecidability’ or ‘arbitrariness’. Undoubtedly, there is between Cavell’s work and that of Derrida (as well as Rorty) a shared awareness of language’s essential inherited nature – a shared awareness of the fact that language is always already there and always in certain ways circumscribed or undermined. One might say that Cavell recognizes with Rorty and Derrida the fatefulness of language, the fact that we are always quoting and never fully original in our everyday expression. Equally, however, and this is where a distance begins to open up, Cavell recognizes the faithfulness of language – the fact that language is something humans hold in common, something whose admittedly contingent and shaky nature still captures exactly how and why we engage with the world. As Cavell frames the point in relation to Austin, ‘if utterances could not fail they would not be the human actions under consideration, indeed not the actions of humans at all’ (POP, 85).

In Cavell’s understanding, the deconstructionist emphasis on all language as quoted or imitated is an attempt to deflect attention from what is more important – in his own words, ‘from the act or encounter entailed in the historical and individual processes of inheriting’. The point he wishes to underline is that language’s inheritance never finally terminates, that ‘the play in deconstructionist flights more often feels . . . somewhat forced, wilful, as if in reaction to a picture of completed inheritance, as if to undo its trauma’ (QO, 131–2). Another way of framing this point is in terms of deconstructionism’s attempt to escape or to flee from the realm of the ordinary. This critical emphasis on deconstruction and its ‘flight’ is in line with repeated emphases throughout Cavell’s oeuvre on the constant need for recovery, for redemption, for return. In point as ever is the human responsibility to language as a communal resource.

Cavell’s disagreement with Derrida and Rorty on the topic of language and its inherited nature comes through most forcefully in Cavell’s defence of Austin and his theory of language performativity. Briefly, in Austin’s theory, there is more to written and spoken language than statements fully verifiable as true or false. There exists in fact a whole class of statements that are performative, that is, statements that actually do something (e.g. ‘I proclaim you man and wife’, ‘I christen this ship MS The World’, ‘I am sorry for my sins against you’). Challenging directly the positivist understanding of statements as necessarily verifiable, Austin’s foregrounding of the performative is in effect an outright challenge to logocentrism. So far so good, for Cavell and Derrida.

As he unpacks further Austin’s theory, Cavell reads Austin as substituting for the concept of truth the concept of ‘felicity’. On this model, if performative statements fit with reality, they are ‘felicitous’. If not, they are ‘infelicitous’. It is Cavell’s further contention that Derrida in his reading of Austin actually misplaces the role of felicity as one ‘of determining failures of language as external to language rather than as conditions of language’s possibility’ (PP, 52). In other words, Cavell reads Derrida as missing the Austinian insight that a lack of felicity does not betoken a failure of language but shows instead how language works. For Cavell, Austin’s concept of felicity is just as binding as the concept of truth.

Rather than being undecidable (according to de Man and according to Derrida in his reading of Austin), performative meaning is in fact worked out through the everyday negotiations that constitute our lives in language. In Cavell’s words, ‘I read Austin not as denying that I have to abandon my words, create so many orphans, but as affirming that I am abandoned to them, as to thieves, or conspirators, taking my breath away, which metaphysics seeks, as it were, to deny’ (PP, 64). This romantic reading of Austin is pursued further in Cavell’s insistence that Derrida neglects the tragedy inherent in Austin’s quotation from the Hippolytus in his How To Do Things With Words. The quotation in question reads ‘My tongue swore to, but my heart did not.’33 In the final analysis, Cavell urges that Derrida doesn’t take Austin’s theory of performativity with due seriousness. By discounting the full weight of Austin’s felicity conditions, Cavell argues, Derrida in effect discounts Austin’s critique of positivism. In turn, Cavell’s Derrida fails to appreciate the central importance of the Austinian ordinary.

For Derrida as Cavell reads him, the ordinary is simply ‘an effect’ of the metaphysical; for Rorty, ‘the Ordinary strikes me as just the latest disguise of the ontos on’,34 ‘an explanation of the obscure by the more obscure’ (PP4, 167). For Cavell, the ordinary voice is what we have when we return from the metaphysical. Any critique of metaphysics must begin from this point, from the everyday words we hold in common, from what we say when. Understanding this, we can see why Cavell is deeply troubled by Derrida’s reading of Austin and by Derrida’s dismissal of the ordinary more generally. In the Cavellian picture, as Derrida undermines the ordinary – as he downplays the importance of our everyday links with the world and with each other – his project emerges as essentially fated to scepticism. Deconstruction, like scepticism in general, names for Cavell the fundamentally human desire ‘to strip ourselves of the responsibility we have in meaning (or in failing to mean) one thing, or one way, rather than another’ (QO, 135).

Certainly, between Cavell and Rorty’s and Derrida’s approach to literature and philosophy a number of important similarities exist: an openness to the importance of writing style and the literary dimensions of philosophy; a desire to critique philosophy and metaphysics and in particular of all forms of foundationalism; a distrust of the canons and procedures of current academic philosophy; and a strong emphasis on problems of language as well as the morality and politics of speech. Where the trio part ways is on the question of the ordinary. For Derrida and Rorty, the ordinary is unimportant. Language is undecidable and arbitrary and cannot be given any grounding in appeal to what we say when. For Cavell, the ordinary is central. Language acquires meaning in and through the everyday and unending negotiations constituting our lives together in language.

We might build on this central difference to suggest in closing a philosophical underpinning to Cavell and Rorty’s differing approaches to literature. It is precisely because of his emphasis on the ordinary, one might argue, that Cavell tends towards a characterological as well as an allegorical literary approach – that he tends to put words back into the characters speaking them, not only in his engagement with Shakespearean tragedy or Romantic poetry but also in his writings on Hollywood film. Given Rorty’s focus on linguistic undecidability, it is hardly surprising that he wouldn’t trust language in this way. He would never put such pressure on the words of a literary text as he is sufficiently close to Derrida not only to maintain the difference between literary language and ordinary speech but to emphasize the undecidability – the ‘contingency’ – of both. More comfortable at the level of plot or story, one of the gambits of Rorty’s work is to understand literary dialogue not as ordinary discourse, not by its speaking characters as sincerely meant, but as fully indicative of authorial intention. Compare this faith in authorial intention to Cavell’s questioning, in In Quest of the Ordinary: ‘How is it that a text that we care about in a certain way (expressed perhaps as our being drawn to read it with the obedience that masters) invariably says more than its writer knows, so that writers and readers write and read beyond themselves? This might be summarized as “What does a text know?” or, in Emerson’s terms, “What is the genius of the text?” ’ (QO, 117).

Drawing criticism for his old-fashioned or traditional approach, one that would roundly ignore ‘the genius of the text’ in favour of the genius of the text’s author, Rorty characteristically turns to literature for the inspirational value it might hold as the basis for a liberal democracy. Books, Rorty urges, can make us better persons than we already are. Cavell is old-fashioned in a different way. He recharges the words of a literary text and brings those same words fully back to the characters speaking them, encouraging us in turn to fully reflect on our expressive responsibilities to each other. What engages Cavell is not the inseparability of text and world but literature’s very peculiar ability to estrange, to make our ordinary words extraordinary, to alert us in general to the uncanniness of our shared lives in language. This doubling of the themes of acknowledgement and avoidance poses a heavy ethical challenge to Cavell’s readers literary and philosophical.


4

Stylists of the Philosophical

If there is now a tradition of American literature, it starts from penury of circumstance and achieves, at enormous personal cost, a style never secure in the possession of itself, but always pursuing its best and most difficult self.1

According to Denis Donoghue, the characteristic American style emerges from conditions amounting to failure. Achieving vitality by a conscientious labour to transform failure into success, its creativity proceeds not from abundance but from destitution, ‘converting penury in substance to plenitude in the realized form’ (109). Like Richard Poirier, Donoghue locates this failure in the peculiarly American experience of a radical separation of imagination and reality, a rift between consciousness and experience.2 Tony Tanner makes a similar point, noting the American writer’s ‘dread of all conditioning forces’ and his ‘general self-consciousness about the strange relationship between words and things’.3 All of these critics find in the American imagination a ‘desperate metaphysic’, a failure to find proper sustenance in the given world. American writing, Donoghue finally contends, ‘is characterized by the precarious achievement of style’; it emerges most habitually ‘in conditions nearly desperate and against all the odds’ (125).

Donoghue, of course, speaks for American literature before American philosophy. His essay draws on Henry James, Henry Adams and Allen Tate before turning to Wallace Stevens’ late poetry and prose. It is interesting that Donoghue considers this particular cluster of figures, arguably united in a tendency towards the theoretical or the abstract, to be quintessentially American. James and Stevens, particularly, have long been noted for obsessive investment in ethical as well as epistemological debate. Perhaps we might push further on the significance of Donoghue’s choice, then, and suggest his ‘style of failure’ as a workable framework for the writers of a specifically American philosophical tradition. The argument here is that Donoghue’s American style, one characteristically insecure and in struggle, potentially accounts not only for the development of American literature but for the development more generally of reflective writing in America.

In pursuing this contention Rorty and Cavell are my primary touchstones. In different ways both figures are noted for stylistic flair as well as philosophical originality. Most obviously united by a shared ability to inspire philosophical interest and passion, their writings provide a welcome addition to a professionalized discourse too often marked by aridity and over-specialization. Harold Bloom once noted Rorty as ‘the most interesting philosopher in the world’4 while Cavell’s idiosyncratic oeuvre has prompted cultish devotion as well as disciplinary censure. Essentially, we might say that both Rorty and Cavell are stylists of the philosophical. As they work to find a place for literature in the philosophical conversation, philosophy as a literary endeavour finds eloquent expression in their bodies of work.

Bearing fully in mind Donoghue’s ‘style never secure’, this chapter will dwell for analysis on the philosophical standards to which Rorty and Cavell hold their writing responsive. Style, of course, is always personal. It is not necessarily determined by one’s philosophy or politics. It is my argument nonetheless that Rorty and Cavell’s respective modes of writing speak directly to their romanticist or pragmatist self-concepts. Paraphrasing the work of either philosopher thus runs the attendant risk of missing their full philosophical achievement. This much outlined I aim also to push further on the possible tensions between philosophical principle and practice. I will be asking, in other words, to precisely what extent Rorty’s and Cavell’s philosophical ideals are productively tested in their styles of writing.

Cavell’s style

It is an accepted fact of philosophical and literary scholarship that Cavell’s writing style is difficult. Challenging, complex, intricate, intractable, obstinate, testing and tough – and that’s for the reader with more than a passing familiarity with the writings of Cavell’s chosen philosophical forbears (Emerson and Thoreau, Nietzsche and Heidegger, Wittgenstein and Austin). There is a profound sense of struggle in Cavell’s writing, of intellectual labours enacted directly and unflinchingly in his reader’s presence. His writing places extraordinary pressure on itself to describe undistractedly and specifically the processes of mind and the allusiveness of thought. This labour testifies not only to Cavell’s modernism, to his perfectionism, but to his lifelong wish to involve his writing in the procedures of ordinary language philosophy.

For Cavell’s ordinary language criticism, it is a methodological principle that all knowledge must first authorize itself as knowledge-of-the-self. Before we can claim agreement from others, in other words, we must ensure the stability and integrity of our own experience; we must demonstrate both willingness and ability to stand by our every observation and judgement. More specifically, what is in point is our capacity to articulate precisely and comprehensively the seeming vagaries of subjectivity. Only by such expressive effort might we authorize ourselves as masters of the native, full investors in the everyday. Such articulation for Cavell, who takes the history of philosophy not as a series of arguments to be refuted but as ‘a series of texts to be read’ (CR, 3), most usually involves the interpretation of a particular word, phrase, sentence or stanza. Thus, in the philosophy which proceeds from ordinary language, understanding of texts is never fully removed from understanding of selves. Reading becomes a testing ground for personal truth.

Hardly surprising, then, given such methodological principles, that Cavell’s style can at times feel burdened, anxious, hyper-aware. This is at least partly accounted for by these practices’ internalization of their own assessment. It is typical of Cavell, as he reads, to reflect on his methods of reading. Consider the following passage from his 1983 Beckman lecture, ‘Texts of Recovery (Coleridge, Wordsworth, Heidegger . . .)’:

I pause to note a characteristic difficulty in the way I find myself setting out to think. A philosopher will ask me what exactly I mean by “experiencing things as things face to face”, and someone will ask how I define “the life of things”. The answer to the former question is, Nothing technical; the answer to the latter is, I don’t. Such words mean nothing whatever, or I have no interest in their meaning anything, apart from their accuracy in wording an intuition – here my intuitions concerning something like a prohibition of knowledge, a limitation of it as from outside. This wording of intuitions is essential to what I mean by such words as “letting oneself be read by a text”. (QO, 53)

The ‘characteristic difficulty’ of the opening sentence might be taken as one experienced just as frequently and just as deeply by Cavell as by his interpreters. Certainly, the passage reads less as an excuse or apologia than as a personal accounting. This is the way Cavell thinks; he pauses not to justify but to describe it. Moreover, it is typical of the Cavellian style to incorporate the presumed questions and objections of an imagined other. Such dialogue in performance is testament to the themes of language and community always central to his philosophical vision. That his answers are uncharacteristically direct (‘Nothing technical’, ‘I don’t’) is evidence of provocation as well as an ongoing desire for disciplinary candour. His continuing development of these answers (‘Such words mean nothing whatever, or I have no interest in their meaning anything’) is equally, provocatively, honest.

The paradox at the heart of this passage, of course, and one returning Cavell to characteristic indirection, is the phrase ‘accuracy in wording an intuition’. How is the term ‘intuition’ to be understood here? What might it mean, exactly, for an intuition to be ‘accurately worded’? How to measure such success or failure? That Cavell’s passage concludes with an elaboration more obscure than obvious (‘This wording of intuitions is essential to what I mean by such words as “letting oneself be read by a text” ’) stymies immediately any hopes of straightforward progression. We are sent back, as readers, we are directed to an alternative textual source.

With such initial incursions into the mannerisms and motifs of Cavell’s prose, I’d like to pause, at this point, and outline more directly the stakes of my discussion. What I am concerned with is the relationship between style and content. I want to question whether Cavell’s ideals (of reading and writing) are realized in his philosophical work. Of course, when reading Cavell, it is not always easy to separate ‘style’ from ‘content’ in this way.5 His philosophical criticism tends to internalize (to question, to elaborate, to complicate) the very stability of its own ideals. What can be claimed with confidence, however, is the centrality of these ideals to his self-conception. Cavell is a philosopher deeply concerned with the styles and standards of traditional philosophy. He is equally concerned with the inflection of such styles and standards by philosophy in the twentieth century, with the possibilities for philosophy’s writing in the wake of modernism. Trained in the analytic tradition, he has always desired his procedures to remain analytically responsive. His own way of phrasing this is as a wish to remain within analytic philosophy’s ‘earshot’.6 This might seem strange to those readers more familiar with Cavell’s forays into the hardly analytic realms of romantic poetry, Shakespearean tragedy and Hollywood film. Still, such discursive excursions are meant to test rather than to preclude any claim to analytic legacy.

It would be a worthwhile if very challenging project to analyse Cavell’s style, not by any analytic or continental conditions (however variously these might be defined),7 but on his own terms. The terms I have in mind are articulated throughout Cavell’s work. They find expression in introductory sections as well as the main body of his texts. Interestingly, such terms and standards have stayed consistent no matter the topical or procedural adventure of Cavell’s oeuvre. Whether in discussion of an Edgar Allan Poe short story or a Vincente Minnelli Hollywood musical, Cavell’s style is recognizably his own. Indeed, perhaps riskiness at the level of subject matter is necessarily stabilized by constancy of method. Certainly, as a philosopher he has always demonstrated both a keen awareness of his risky disciplinary position (fugitive, precarious, oftentimes in question) as well as a keen desire to establish such sensitive space as philosophically habitable – as an intellectual realm still recognizable by students and teachers of the Anglo-American philosophical tradition. Cavell may stray from the analytically familiar but only to return us roundabout to philosophical home.

Returning to our opening terms, it is not in the Beckman lectures but in the introduction to Disowning Knowledge, that ‘intuition’ and ‘wording’ find fuller elaboration. Closer understanding of these terms is fundamental to an appreciation of Cavell’s stylistic idiosyncrasy. Initially, Cavell distinguishes ‘intuition’ from ‘hypothesis’. It is in their respective modes of verification, Cavell urges, that intuitions and hypotheses diverge. Hypotheses typically ask for confirmation while intuitions do not. As he elaborates,

An intuition, say that God is expressed in the world, does not require, or tolerate, evidence but rather, let us say, understanding of a particular sort (and it may be no easy matter to talk someone out of the idea that the only need for statements of such a sort is, or was, as hypotheses). (DK, 4)

As his prime example of intuition, it is interesting that Cavell will so casually mention the existence or the ‘expression’ of God. This is not the only moment in his oeuvre where reference to method is involved with reference to theology. Cavell writes in In Quest of the Ordinary: ‘Perhaps this takes my idea as offering something like a mode of feeling to replace knowing, and it may be that moves of this sort have been made in theology and in moral philosophy when proofs of God’s existence were repudiated and the rational ground of moral judgment became incredible’ (QO, 8). Similarly, in Philosophy The Day After Tomorrow, he labels false praise ‘a religious matter’ which ‘kills what we have to be grateful for’. ‘Freezing allegiance into superstition’, it is tantamount to blasphemy (PDT, 79, 66). We might draw attention here, if tentatively, to connections in Cavell’s work more subterranean than surface – between the demands placed on his philosophical audience and the demands placed on religious audiences more generally. In both cases questions of trust (perhaps even of faith) predominate.

Audible in Cavell’s verb ‘to tolerate’, moreover, is the ongoing appeal to ‘imaginative projection’ – to our capacity, as speakers of a native language, to project words into contexts which may or may not accept them. Implicit here is the appeal to our own everyday contexts of language and behaviour (rather than to any external tribunal purportedly more objective) as the ultimate testing ground for truth. If certain intuitions do not tolerate evidence, this is because such evidence would not be tolerated by us. Such evidence would not accord with the complex background of what we say and do not say in particular situations. Key to Cavell’s discussion here is intuition as ‘understanding’ of a particular sort. ‘Understanding’ captures acceptance as well as discernment, compassion as well as comprehension. What is implied is an empathy, a willingness to see things in a certain way. To ask how we might elicit such willingness from another is, of course, to probe the fundamental motivations underlying Cavell’s practices of reading.

A few sentences later, in discussion of intuition in Emerson’s ‘Self-Reliance’, Cavell illuminates his own philosophical practice. Noting the intimacy between ‘intuition’ and ‘tuition’, he wishes to claim Emerson as a philosopher of both. Cavell writes:

I read [Emerson] as teaching that the occurrence to us of intuition places a demand upon us, namely for tuition; call this wording, the willingness to subject oneself to words, to make oneself intelligible. (Tuition so conceived is what I understand criticism to be.) (DK, 4–5)

Acknowledging that paraphrase of Cavell is always dangerous, yet alert to his readings of Emerson as gestures towards, exemplary practice, we might read Cavell’s first sentence as expressing a thought akin to the following: our apprehensions of the world carry with them a communicative and pedagogical responsibility. They call upon us to articulate our subjective experience, to make ourselves understandable to others, to ‘word’ our world. As the second sentence urges, this mode of tuition is the very labour of a philosophical criticism. The philosophical connotations of ‘intuition’ (untaught or non-inferential knowledge) are diminished in Cavell’s phrasing; more strongly shaded are notions of responsibility or protection (the Romance root of ‘tuition’ is ‘guardianship’ – ‘to look after’ or ‘to watch over’).

The above passage is crucial to a proper appreciation of Cavell’s style. Themes of responsiveness and responsibility, of language as a burden not quite within our control (something we are subjects of as well as subject to), return us to earlier ideas of expressive effort, to the obligations of interpretation and reading, to the possibilities of knowledge only as knowledge of the self. Such are the burdens of the Cavellian style, the experiment of philosophy when intimate with literature. A few lines later, Cavell will describe such experimentation as at times leading him to speak ‘incredibly or outrageously’. Interesting here is the suggestion that such outrageousness is somehow out of his control. He continues: ‘For me this is no more serious, though no less, than making a mistake in computation – if the words do not go through they will simply drop out as worthless’ (DK, 5). ‘No more serious, though no less’ is typically Cavell. It implies significance but only after it implies triviality, barring the presumption that the claims of any methodology might be taken for granted.

‘If the words do not go through they will simply drop out as worthless’: this calls for pause. What might it mean, in this context, for words to ‘go through’? That certain words might be accepted or tolerated, presumably by our own standards of ordinary language, is the obvious interpretation here. It might be argued that Cavell is again appealing to the everyday contexts of language and behaviour. Concurrently, if what is offered in his readings does not carry conviction for its reader – if it does not chime with ‘what we say when’ – such readings will lose their claim upon us. We will have no trouble jettisoning them (‘they will simply drop out as worthless’) from our communal systems of meaning and value.

‘Go through’, however, implies a further set of meanings not captured in this initial interpretation. These include (1) endurance/suffering; (2) consuming/spending; (3) analysis/careful reading. The first and last sets of meanings combine to suggest the endless examination, the very sweating of words, in order to yield presumably fuller and finer significance. At issue here is the avoidance of superficial reading and the recognition instead of the full range and autonomy of language. That Cavell tends towards multiplicity of meaning is evident throughout his writings. Acknowledging this tendency is emphatically not to suggest, however, that his method amounts to a careful negotiation (a ‘judicious balancing’, in his own terms) of all plausible interpretations. This he makes clear later in the same passage:

My aim in reading is to follow out in each case the complete tuition for a given intuition (tuition comes to an end somewhere). This is nothing to do with – it is a kind of negation of – an idea of reading as a judicious balancing of all reasonable interpretations. My reading is nothing if not partial (another lovely Emersonian word). Yet some will take my claim to partiality as more arrogant than the claim to judiciousness. (DK, 5)

Captured in the term ‘partial’ are intimations of the biased as well as the incomplete. This might seem to disturb the parallel claim that Cavell’s ‘aim in reading’ is to follow through on the complete tuition of every intuition. There is a difficulty here. How exactly, we are prompted to ask, might readings be offered as at once complete and incomplete? The complex idea of Emersonian partiality just about allows for this seeming paradox. What is idealized is a type of reading finding fullness in the mastery of subjectivity. Such reading offers an articulation of the self’s experience so precise, so comprehensive and so responsive that it might stand, simultaneously, as an articulation of the experience of others. Naoko Saito puts this nicely when she writes, in discussion of Cavell and autobiography, that ‘the acknowledgment of the partiality of the self is an essential condition for achieving the universal’.8 The grandness of this claim is acknowledged by Cavell himself (‘some will take my claim to partiality as more arrogant than the claim to judiciousness’), a remark we might hear as at once arch and deflationary.

Summarizing Cavell’s style is not an easy task. As illustrated above, his principles of reading carry a plenitude of interpretative possibility and are habitually woven, without alert or apology, into the very fabric of interpretative practice. Such habits are of course consistent with his continuing desire, first articulated in Must We Mean What We Say?, that any distinction between the philosophical and the metaphilosophical might be denied (MWM, xxxii). Accordingly, any attempt to offer a summation or an overview of Cavell’s style of philosophy must respect this desire. It must allow in turn for a loosening of the philosophy/meta-philosophy as well as all related distinctions.

It is yet possible to articulate two background ideals illuminating to some extent the characteristic struggle and strain of the Cavellian prose. We might suggest a correspondence between these ideals and Cavellian ‘intuition’ and ‘tuition’. Tentatively, and building with care on the readings above, such ideals might be fleshed out as follows:


	We are responsible for making ourselves understandable to ourselves. Our primary responsibility is in accounting for our own experiences, reactions and judgments. This is a process of very precise, very comprehensive and very responsive articulation. It is intuition but intuition understood as insight carefully expressed rather than intuition as any unmediated knowledge of the external. In the philosophy which proceeds from ordinary language, as Cavell writes, ‘understanding from the inside is methodologically fundamental’ (MWM, 239).

	We are responsible for making ourselves understandable to others. Authority over our own experience carries a related responsibility for pedagogy, for intelligibility, for communication. Such is the responsibility or the guardianship of tuition. As Richard Eldridge and Bernie Rhie have recently phrased it, ‘It is a methodological principle of Wittgenstein’s (and thus Cavell’s) therapeutic approach to philosophy that no philosophical account or therapy can be accepted as correct if the person to whom it is offered cannot recognise him – or herself – in those terms’.9



Of course, it is important not to see the ideals of intuition and tuition as strictly divided. I am not suggesting that (2) follows (1), i.e. that according to Cavell what we actually do in responding to a cultural artefact is first get clear about our own ideas and second communicate this clarity to others in the anxious hope that they will agree with our assessment. (1) and (2) don’t so easily come apart; intuition and tuition are not separate steps or stages. At the very least, given that the articulation of any experience involves an articulation of that experience to the self as other, tuition is always implicit in intuition. Moreover, if one fails to find suitable or tolerable words for what one thought of as an intuition it might just collapse or come apart. One might say that an intuition in the Cavellian sense isn’t fully an intuition unless it is brought successfully – even exemplarily – to tuition.10

However we conceive of their precise relationship, intuition and tuition as key terms in the Cavellian lexicon illuminate the exacting standards of the philosopher’s writing style. At issue always, as the weightiness of these terms indicate, is personal responsiveness as well as the communication of this responsiveness to others. Interestingly, to both ideals there is also a pronounced ethical dimension, a dimension carried most dominantly in Cavell’s guiding notion of moral perfectionism. Perfectionism urges the unattained but attainable self, a self that must continually be quested after. This is an idea Cavell traces from Emerson to Nietzsche to John Stuart Mill, finding in the diversity of such writing styles a shared appeal to the necessity of self-articulation: we must continually fight towards expressiveness, we are morally responsible for making ourselves understood by each other. Such expressive effort is in turn exemplary for democratic societies as a whole. Again, the idea is less to demonstrate democracy’s excellence (perfection) than its scope for enrichment (perfectibility). The coincidence of the ethical with the expressive is apparent not only in Cavell’s explicitly perfectionist work but can be traced as early as The Claim of Reason, where he refers to ‘the connection of writing and the problem of the other’ (CR, xviii).

The need to make ourselves understandable, to ourselves as well as to others, is as close as Cavell comes to a statement of philosophical essence. Certainly, his insistence on this idea, as well as its recurrence throughout his writings, is indicative of a finely elaborated essentialism. As Paul Jenner has pointed out, however, this philosophical essentialism is a decidedly sophisticated one.11 Given his understanding of philosophy as existing in a modernist condition, Cavell has always urged philosophy to have no real essence – no stability of discourse, at least – no final form. Cognate ideas find expression in his 1983 lecture, ‘The Philosopher in American Life’. Exploring the possibilities for philosophical rigour, and chiming to a certain extent with the Rortyan view that philosophy is not exhausted in argumentation, Cavell still contends that philosophers will never be comfortable with the abandonment of argument outright. He continues:

But suppose that what is meant in argumentation in philosophy is one way of accepting responsibility for one’s own discourse. Then the hearing I require depends upon the thought that there is another way, another philosophical way (for poetry will have its way, and therapy will have its way) of accepting that responsibility. (QO, 14)

What is interesting here is Cavell’s emphasis on the sound of philosophy, on the hearing it asks of any engaged reader. Again, Cavell shades philosophy as appeal rather than argument. Striking also is his insistence that his own particular brand of responsible discourse is decidedly a philosophical one. Cavell’s writing style may involve itself with the poetic and it may demonstrate therapeutic tendencies. Still, it is offered to its readers, in the final instance, as philosophy.

David LaRocca has made the incisive point that Cavell not only turns to literature but actually thinks literarily, that he is a philosopher ‘engaged in revealing the literariness of thinking (that is, instead of its literalness)’. With Cavell, LaRocca urges, we are always reminded that someone is reading, ‘that we are in the presence of a reader’.12 Cavell admits that this literary or writerly style, in addition to his attraction towards works of literature, is personal – partial – in some ways actually out of his control. Indeed, his own way of phrasing this unruliness is to say that he ‘is pushed’ (CR, 466) to particular works of literature, that certain texts simply ‘outbreak’ into his writings. Such connections and outbreakings are invariably fleshed out against a backdrop of other-mind and other-world scepticism. Philosophical questions of knowledge and its limitation are involved with more literary themes of avoidance and acknowledgement, of despair and disappointment, of passion and perversity. Such is the progression of Cavell’s surely idiosyncratic criticism.

For a mode of philosophical tuition, however, the question still agitates: is it enough to offer ‘personal accountings’, ‘autobiographical narratives’, ‘partial readings’ or ‘outbreaks’ of romantic texts? If communication and transparency are the goals of a perfectionist philosophy, and if questing for the ordinary seeks a transcendence of the long-lamented modes of the metaphysical and the obscure, why is Cavell so difficult to understand? Why do his modes of writing so directly and so continuously contravene the normal discourses of academic philosophy? As Timothy Gould frames the issue, ‘Why, when a philosopher is raising the question of the limits of philosophy and its modes of expression, does it seem necessary to enact the transgression of those limits?’13

The unruliness of Cavell’s writing style is of course philosophically defensible. Colin Davis, for one, has recently aligned Cavell with Derrida, Deleuze, Levinas and Žižek, arguing that such writing demonstrates a constructive ‘strategy of excess’. Davis elaborates: ‘Cavell’s project entails a staunch and explicit defence of overreading. We cannot know in advance what power of discovery may be unleashed by our preposterous-seeming interpretations, so we might as well try them out to see where it leaves us.’14 On this model, Cavell’s tendency to speak ‘incredibly or outrageously’ is legitimated by the insight potentially gained in the conjunction of seemingly disparate figures and forms (Coleridge with Kant, Wordsworth with Wittgenstein). Less important than the exegetical or philosophical stability of such connections is their potential to destabilize current modes of response, to direct renewed attention to the ordinary. As Andrew Taylor glosses such potential, ‘Overreading in this guise represents a willed embrace of vulnerability, a deliberate attempt to disrupt the familiar so that new meaning – or maybe an ordinary meaning that has ossified into unthinking convention – can be discerned’.15 LaRocca, similarly, has staunchly defended Cavell’s inventive practices. Cavell’s creative reading of Emerson, LaRocca argues, continues a tradition that Emerson himself inaugurated, a tradition dependent on the understanding ‘that texts are for readers’ and so must be used ‘in order to be made use of’. Invention and creativity are the American intellectual experience, LaRocca urges, and Cavell’s writing makes manifest (‘with the nervous experimentation of attraction and repulsion, absorption and reconstitution’) the very idea of America.16

Davis, Taylor and LaRocca justify Cavell’s writing style in relation to specific philosophical figures, perhaps more likely aligned with the continental rather than the analytic tradition (LaRocca’s turn to the American intellectual tradition is of course an interesting exception). Lawrence Rhu, similarly, implies a connection between Cavell’s reading practices and the tendencies of continental philosophy: ‘Reading texts is the customary way of doing literary criticism, and it is also the unconventional way of doing philosophy that Stanley Cavell sees as constitutive of his practice as a philosopher.’17 None of these critics are concerned, however, to test Cavell’s practices against the principles outlined in his own work. Neither are they concerned to question the steadiness of Cavellian intuition/tuition.

It would grossly miss and misrepresent Cavell’s achievement to suggest that he is himself unaware not only of the outrageousness of his writing but of this writing’s potential to fall short of its methodological ideals. Recounting the reaction to his first books (Must We Mean What We Say? and The World Viewed as well as The Senses of Walden), Cavell ventures with painful honesty that his offerings ‘were treated more like thefts’ (LDK, 497), that ‘I had the unmistakeable sense of having said hello a number of times without anyone saying hello back’ (521). He had elaborated at an earlier point: ‘The writing had cost me something, in such a way, perhaps, that it has to, and should, cost the reader something. I did not feel that I wished to make my reader pay a price’ (442). It is hard to know exactly what to make of these words. Implicit at least is Cavell’s acknowledgement of his style as viewed publicly as in some way incomprehensible, even inexpressive. He has from his earliest papers been acutely aware of the perception of his writing as professionally maverick if not downright scandalous.

This public view, however, does not seem to carry untold weight or worry. It seems that the tension more dominantly arises when Cavell considers the assessment not of the public (we might say the ‘disciplinary’ or the ‘discursive’) but of the private, the acceptance or otherwise of his work by the reader individual or intimate. Suspended also is the idea of Cavell’s own reader as working just as effortfully as he does for sense and significance – the idea that the meaning of the philosopher’s words are not to be straightforwardly given but to be interpretatively achieved: ‘it has to, and should, cost the reader something’. A complication or qualification still surfaces as Cavell admits in the same breath that he ‘did not feel that [I] wished to make my reader pay a price’. Perhaps in tension here is the philosopher’s desire both to be easily and intuitively heard and to be properly acknowledged, to have his reader take him in as easily and naturally as he himself takes in Emerson and Thoreau but with the companion recognition that none of these writers are as easy, as stylistically ‘transparent’, as they first appear. Cavell doesn’t wish his reader to assume the cost of his own expressive anxieties. He nonetheless places a weight and a value in their working towards comprehension.

Awareness of stylistic risk comes to the fore also in Cavell’s writings on moral perfectionism. Here he urges that an extreme perfectionism might harbour ‘the desire to impose the maximization of one’s most private conception of good on all others, regardless of their talents or tastes or visions of the good’ (ETE, 153–4). In turn, such self-absorption might lead to escapism and obscurity – to a preoccupation with style and self completely at odds with the perfectionist necessities of intelligibility and relationship. Cavell is keenly aware that the move from intuition to tuition, in our practices of reading and writing as well as in our actions in the moral life, is fraught with difficulty.

In the final analysis, I would still maintain that Cavell’s awareness of this difficulty does not in itself constitute an overcoming. For all his emphasis on the importance of community and intelligibility, it is yet arguable that his styles of writing and reading fall short of this perfectionist ideal. There are at numerous moments in his work breakings off of intimacy or clarity at precisely the moment when intimacy is most desired. Cavell has a tendency to wander about in relation to a text (literary or philosophical) without fully communicating the significance or trajectory of his thought; it is not always clear why he reads in the way that he does. Of course, in the philosophy which proceeds from ordinary language, there is always a risk of this kind of failure. As Cavell intimates in the work on Hollywood melodrama, his style of writing requests the ‘friendship’ of its reader, something like belief in advance of established understanding (CT, 12). Again, theological undertones come to the surface. And again, it could be that Cavell is simply asking too much. If we are to take seriously the philosophical standards fleshed out at numerous moments of his work – both in his discussion of intuition and tuition and in his explorations more generally of the moral perfectionist promise – we will understand Cavellian criticism as premised not upon ‘belief in advance of understanding’ but on communicative and pedagogical effort. Following the philosopher’s own methodological or stylistic ideals, in suspension here is not the reader as easy friend but the philosopher as provocative guardian.

Rorty’s style

If in a manner completely different to Cavell, Rorty is also well known for provocative writing style. From his ground-breaking Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979) to the latest volume of his Philosophical Papers (2007), he has written with rhetorical flair and colourful elegance, prompting Harold Bloom to describe him as ‘the most interesting philosopher in the world’ (book jacket, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity) and Ian Hacking to review his most recent book as ‘so blissfully right or infuriatingly wrong’ (book jacket, Philosophy as Cultural Politics: Philosophical Papers, Volume 4). Few philosophers are as engaging to read as Rorty and there is an accessibility to his prose that nicely complements his democratic commitments. A voice that is urbane, witty, lively and eloquent, and characteristically inflected by American cadence and idiom, Rorty’s stirring prose is one of his supreme philosophical achievements.

Again like Cavell, Rorty is always keen to sidestep standard modes of philosophical rigour. As his thought has developed from primarily analytic concerns in the philosophy of mind and language to his own unique brand of conversational neo-pragmatism, so has his style moved increasingly from an argumentative to a ‘redescriptive’ mode. Consequently, he has increasingly attempted to substitute for the language of logical analysis the language of presentation and comparison. Instead of invoking premises and conclusions or drawing on inference, consistency or refutation, Rorty ‘urges’ and ‘recommends’ – he ‘offers’, ‘nudges’ and ‘suggests’.

Attending to his language of presentation and comparison, together with the elements of humour and informality that mark his work, I wish to question how the style of Rorty’s prose ties in with his broader philosophical aims. More specifically, I wish to question how his theoretical concerns to preserve ‘the poetic’ within the philosophical and to highlight the role of ‘the literary moment’ in intellectual change are allied to his methodological turn away from argument and towards redescription. Rorty’s use of the terms ‘poetic’ and ‘literary’, together with his conception of their role in intellectual discourse, are crucial to a full understanding of his vision for philosophy, particularly to an understanding of his famous claim that philosophy should be understood on the model of literary criticism. However, it is less clear how exactly these theoretical concerns, when filtered through the methodological imperatives of redescription and narrative, manifest themselves at the level of writing. It is less clear, in other words, whether Rorty sees narrative and redescription (both terms with literary connotations) as ‘poetic’ or ‘literary’ practices.

Beginning with the definition of literature suggested by Geoffrey Hartman (that literary language is one where words stand out as words rather than being, at once, ‘assimilable meanings’), Rorty defines the literary moment as a conversational situation in which ‘everything is up for grabs at once’ (PP1, 88), where the very motives and terms of discussion are the central subject of argument. This way of drawing the contrast between literary and non-literary language, he writes, permits us to think of a ‘literary’ or ‘poetic’ moment as occurring periodically in many different areas of culture: science, philosophy, painting and politics, as well as the lyric and the drama. Literary moments, then, are not confined to literature. They are moments when a new start is needed, when the new generation identifies the existing, working methods and frameworks as that which maintains ‘hackwork’. ‘In such periods’, Rorty writes,

people begin to toss around old words in new senses, to throw in the occasional neologism, and thus to hammer out a new idiom which initially attracts attention to itself and only later gets put to work. In this initial stage, words stand out as words, colors as encrusted pigments, chords as dissonances. Half formed materiality becomes the mark of the avant-garde. (88)

The informality of Rorty’s prose here (‘tossing’ around new words, ‘throwing’ in neologisms, ‘hammering’ out new idioms) underlines the unpredictable nature of intellectual change. Intellectual developments are conceived as illogical, whimsical, almost capricious. On Rorty’s model, the jargon or style of development that ‘wins out’ in turn becomes the bearer of ‘assimilable meanings’ and ceases to be conspicuous. It is not noticed again until the next dissatisfied generation comes along and ‘problematizes’ anew (88).

The central point of Rorty’s discussion is that philosophy, traditionally, has not been open to these ‘literary moments’. From Parmenides’ distinction between the Way of Truth and the Way of Opinion to Kant’s distinction between the phenomenal and the noumenal to Logical Positivism’s attempt to distinguish between the ‘cognitively meaningful’ and the ‘cognitively meaningless’, the ‘dream at the heart of philosophy’ has always been to find a vocabulary which is intrinsically and self-evidently final. Philosophy has always attempted, Rorty argues, to find one true metaphor that renders all other expression intelligible and convincing. The upshot of this attempt is that philosophy always aims for a closed and total vocabulary. Of course this position directly contradicts Rorty’s own emphasis on the need for continually revisable ‘redescriptions’. It contradicts also his idea of ‘literary openness’, an openness he identifies and champions, here as elsewhere, in the work of Derrida.

For Rorty, Derrida is an ideal philosophical stylist who writes without a claim to full and final truth. Kantian philosophers, who are set up by Rorty directly in contrast to Derrida, write because they want to show how things really are. ‘For Derrida’, Rorty writes, ‘writing always leads to more writing, and more, and still more – just as history does not lead to Absolute Knowledge and the Final Struggle, but to more history, and more, and still more’ (CP, 94). As a ‘strong textualist’, Derrida does not aim at an accurate or adequate description. He does not want, Rorty writes, ‘to comprehend Hegel’s books; he wants to play with Hegel. He doesn’t want to write a book about the nature of language; he wants to play with the texts which other people have thought they were writing about language’ (96). The desire to understand a text is still based on the metaphysical idea that there is something beyond or beside or completely outside of the text, but reading, Derrida writes, ‘cannot legitimately transgress the text toward something other than it, toward the referent (a reality that is metaphysical, historical, psychobiographical)’ (96).

According to Rorty, Derrida’s writing is marked by ‘self-conscious interminability, self-conscious openness, self-conscious lack of philosophical closure’ (93). However, Rorty is keen to point out that Derrida’s wish to write in this way places him in a dilemma. On the one hand, if Derrida forgets entirely about philosophy (i.e. if he indulges in ‘uncaring spontaneous activity’), his writing loses focus and point. On the other, if he ‘remembers’ philosophy, he is in danger of propounding his own generalization, in this case, of the form: ‘The attempt to formulate a unique, total, closed vocabulary will necessarily . . .’ (93). Derrida is in danger of doing this, Rorty writes, when he produces a new metalinguistic jargon, full of words like ‘trace’ and ‘différance’. Grasping the first horn of the dilemma, Rorty concludes, will give us openness, but ‘more openness than we really want’ (96); grasping the second horn will merely produce one more philosophical closure, one more metavocabulary claiming privileged and superior status.

Seeking a path out of this dilemma, Rorty continues, Derrida differentiates himself from Heidegger. Of particular relevance here is Derrida’s discussion of Heidegger’s ‘magic words’. These words, like ‘Sein’ and ‘Ereignis’ and ‘Aletheia’, are Heidegger’s attempts, according to Derrida, ‘to carry the climactic ecstasy of the [philosophical] dream into waking life’ (95), to obtain the satisfaction of philosophical closure by retreating to the sheer sounds of words, ‘words which are not given sense by use but possess force precisely by lack of use’ (95). This emphasis on the sound of words (which Derrida emphasizes in Heidegger and Rorty emphasizes in Derrida) is central. Rorty interprets Derrida as proposing not to go between the horns of the dilemma but rather ‘to twine the horns together in an interminably elongated double helix’ (97). The upshot of this manoeuvre is a deconstruction of the philosophy/literature opposition by means of particular ‘acts of reading’. As Rorty is quick to point out, however, it is hardly clear why this would help. Continuing with the earlier emphasis on the sounds of words, however, Rorty explores a key distinction between ‘inferential’ and ‘non-inferential’ connections. This distinction is crucial to his reading of Derrida, and to his evaluation of the ‘literary’ in philosophical discourse. Rorty writes:

Derrida . . . wants to invoke the distinction between inferential connections between sentences, the connections which give the words used in those sentences their meaning, and noninferential associations between words, associations which are not dependent upon their use in sentences. Like Heidegger, he seems to think that if we attend only to the former, we will be trapped in our current ontotheological form of life. So, he may infer, we must break away from meaning, thought of in the Wittgensteinian-Saussure way as a play of inferential differences, to something like what Heidegger called “force”, the result of a play of noninferential differences, the play of sounds – or, concomitantly with the shift from the phonic to the written, the play of inscriptional features, of chirography and typography (97).

Rorty positively appraises Derrida for his movement away from use-value and ‘assimilable meanings’ and towards the sounds of words and their ability to resonate with one another. These ‘non-assimilable’ meanings and ‘non-inferential’ differences liberate their writer from meaning and metaphysics, a liberation that is achieved both on the scriptural and the phonic level. As with poetry, the visual appearance of the word on the page, together with the word’s audible resonances, are central.

This idea of the poetic dimension of philosophical writing is developed further in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity where Rorty’s philosophical hero is not Derrida but Heidegger. Heidegger’s quest in Being and Time, as Rorty conceives of it, is to find a vocabulary which cannot be ‘levelled off’, a vocabulary which cannot be used as if it were the right ‘final vocabulary’. ‘For Heidegger’, Rorty writes, ‘philosophical truth depends upon the very choice of phonemes, on the very sounds of words’ (CIS, 114). Invoking Heidegger’s endless wordplay, his baffling use of archaic German, Rorty reads Heidegger as saying that philosophy, like poetry, is untranslatable – that sounds matter. Interested not in etymologies but in resonances, Heidegger insists that the only way to avoid the identification of truth with power is to conceive of our final vocabularies not as means to ends but as ‘houses of Being’. This claim requires him to ‘poetize’ philosophical language by letting the phonemes themselves, and not just their uses, be consequential. Heidegger’s stress on the pertinence of individual words (on their graphic and phonic elements as well as their meanings) is closely allied to Rorty’s desire to stress the poetic within the philosophical, to emphasize the decidedly written nature of philosophical discourse.

This inferential/non-inferential distinction, which Derrida and Rorty both identify in the work of Heidegger, is central to Rorty’s work. Indeed, the passage immediately following the discussion of Heidegger plays on the inferential/non-inferential distinction in order to point up the difference between the procedures of the analytic tradition and Rorty’s idiosyncratic mode of redescriptive conversational philosophy:

The distinction between these two sorts of play of difference is the distinction between the sort of abilities you need to write a grammar and a lexicon for a language and the sort you would need to make jokes in a language, to construct metaphors in it, or to write it in a distinguished and original style rather than simply writing clearly. The clarity and transparency sought after by argumentative macho metaphysicians can be thought of as a way of implying that only inferential connections matter, because only those are relevant to argumentation. In this view, words matter only because one makes propositions, and thus arguments, out of them. Conversely, within Hartman’s “frame of reference . . . such that the words stand out as words (even as sounds),” they matter even if they are never used in an indicative sentence. (CIS, 98)

It is clear from this passage that Rorty does not rate the ability to write ‘clearly’ as the ultimate ambition of philosophical prose. Given the non-rational nature of intellectual development, indeed, non-inferential and ‘literary’ language hold far more potential. These modes of the expressive encourage one not to involve oneself in the current language game but to inspire a new one. And so Rorty’s focus on the non-linear progression of scientific knowledge is aligned with his model of literary invention. Discourses of rationality may be the trademarks of scientific progression but these trademarks are still dependent on “abnormal” practices over time being “normalized”.

Rorty’s reclamation of the poetic within the philosophical is directly linked to his contention that the force of philosophical writing is not argument but metaphor. As he writes in the introduction to Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, ‘it is pictures rather than propositions, metaphors rather than statements, which determine most of our philosophical commitments’ (PMN, 12). Rorty’s championing of metaphor is continued in his essay ‘Philosophy as Science, Metaphor and Politics’, from the second volume of his Philosophical Papers:

A metaphor is, so to speak, a voice from outside logical space, rather than an empirical filling-up of a portion of that space, or a logical-philosophical clarification of the structure of that space. It is a call to change one’s language and one’s life, rather than a proposal about how to systematize either. (PP2, 13)

In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty’s distinction between ‘the literal’ and ‘the metaphorical’ is most clearly drawn. Similar to the emphasis in ‘Deconstruction and Circumvention’ on the ability of users of non-inferential language to make jokes, to construct metaphors and to write in an original style, Rorty’s distinction between literal and metaphorical language is based on the difference between the familiar or hackneyed and the novel or surprising. Building on the idea of the history of language being a history of developing metaphors, Rorty follows up this Davidsonian point of thinking by conceiving of the literal-metaphorical distinction as one between old and new language:

The literal uses of noises and marks are the uses we can handle by our old theories about what people will say under various conditions. Their metaphorical use is the sort which makes us get busy developing a new theory (16).

Thus, as Gideon Calder phrases it, ‘for Rorty, metaphoricity depends not on what the words in question mean, but on their force, or what they are used to do: the thoughts (or ‘tingles’) they provoke and the analogies they enable us to construct’.18 This is comparable to Rorty’s reading of Heidegger. Once more, force of writing is privileged over clarity.

Once we understand metaphoricity in this manner, Rorty urges, we can appreciate Bloom’s and Nietzsche’s claim that the ‘strong poet’ employing words in fresh and novel ways is best able to appreciate her own contingency. The rest of us ‘non-poets’ are doomed to dullness and repetition, to the insistence on one true description of the human situation, one universal context within which we might live our lives. Dropping this claim to universality, the strong poet can appreciate that her language is as contingent as her time or her place or her historical epoch. She is best able to appreciate the Nietzschean claim that ‘truth is a mobile army of metaphors’ (CIS, 28). As Rorty writes:

The final victory of poetry in its ancient quarrel with philosophy — the final victory of metaphors of self-creation with metaphors of self-discovery — would consist in our becoming reconciled to the thought that this is the only sort of power over the world which we can hope to have (40).

As with the inferential/non-inferential distinction, Rorty’s distinction between the literal and the metaphorical and his consequent emphasis on the strong poet as ‘the vanguard of the species’, ties in with his emphasis on innovation and originality as the driving force of intellectual progress. Crucially, innovation on a linguistic level (the ability to make jokes, to use words in unexpected ways, to construct metaphors, to emphasize not only the meanings of words but their ‘non-assimilable’, i.e. phonic and scriptorial, elements) is conceived by Rorty as having metalinguistic implications. Linguistic innovation (the ‘literalizing’ of selected metaphors) is the ultimate source of originality; ‘metaphoric redescription’ is the ultimate mark of genius.

To summarize so far, Rorty argues that text-based ‘writerly’ philosophy is better equipped for ‘keeping in touch with reality’ than the traditional philosophy it seeks to replace. Writerly philosophy, in Alan Malachowski’s words, ‘has richer resources available, not just in the sense of availing itself of a much wider stock of words and linguistic ploys, but also in the sense that it can interact with a broader range of texts’.19 Furthermore, Rorty’s emphasis on ‘the poetic within the philosophical’ is fundamental to his central claim that metaphoric redescription is the motor of intellectual change. This claim leads in turn to his privileging of redescription and metaphor over argument and statement. It is less clear whether these emphases on ‘the literary’ and ‘the poetic’ play themselves out at the scriptorial level of Rorty’s work. It is less clear, in other words, whether Rorty’s redescriptions are ‘poetic’ or ‘literary’ in the manner suggested by his own distinctions, whether his philosophy is as ‘writerly’ as his polemics might suggest. I turn now to an analysis of these questions.

Rorty’s prose is distinguished by its rhetorical force, by the numerous techniques he employs in order to convince his reader of his position. Characteristically, Rorty ‘urges’ and ‘recommends’, ‘suggests’ and ‘offers’, caricatures and jostles – often radically simplifying the complexity of his opponents’ position. Consonant with this redescriptive practice, he continually invokes the voice of common sense, appeals to his audience’s distrust of scientistic jargon, comes down firmly on the side of ‘reasonableness’ over reason. Added to these techniques is his unmistakeable self-presentation, a continual nod to the dry and the sardonic. As Jonathan Rée recalls in his obituary for Rorty in Prospect magazine, Rorty has always presented his views ‘in a tone of droll intellectual self-deprecation’.20

Although it transcends the scientism of the analytic school, however, it is unclear whether one could describe Rorty’s writing as ‘poetic’ or ‘literary’ in any strict sense. Writing of Heidegger and Wittgenstein, Rorty claims that these ‘post-Nietzschean’ philosophers wrote philosophy in order to exhibit the universality and necessity of the individual and the contingent. He continues,

Both philosophers become caught up in the quarrel between philosophy and poetry which Plato began, and both ended by trying to work out honourable terms on which philosophy might surrender to poetry. (CIS, 26)

It would be very difficult to establish, however, that Rorty’s own writing constitutes ‘a surrender’ of the philosophical to the poetic. Rorty doesn’t use ‘magic words’ (i.e. words that cannot be easily accommodated within the current philosophical vocabulary, Heidegger’s ‘onto-theological’ framework) or pay attention to language’s phonic or scriptorial elements. His redescriptions continually introduce new jargon (and so satisfy the primary condition for the strong poet), but he rarely, if ever, pays extended attention to tropes of language or figures of speech. Indeed, the metaphorical density of his own writing is relatively low. And although he denounces the model of transparency and clarity that has marked philosophy’s presumptions from the beginning, it seems eminently possible to paraphrase his writing. On the somewhat outdated Heideggerian model, Rorty’s procedures certainly don’t ‘poetize’ philosophical discourse. The upshot of these related contradictions is that Rorty’s awareness of the importance of the literary and the poetic simply doesn’t translate to a ‘literary’ or ‘writerly’ use of language in his own writing, the kind of writing that he identifies and champions in Heidegger and Derrida. It seems that there is a major discrepancy between Rorty’s claims for the literary and the ‘non-literariness’ of his own enterprise.

However, in defence of Rorty, perhaps this ‘non-literariness’ points not to an irresolvable tension in his work but to his peculiar discursive position somewhere between philosophy and cultural politics. It is important to remember that although Rorty champions the strong poet as ‘the maker of new words’ and ‘the shaper of new languages’, he is equally aware, as Richard Poirier points out, that the strongest poet has to be understood by ‘nonpoets’, ‘by ordinary people who feel at home in the old metaphors’.21 In his reference to ‘new words’ and ‘new languages’ (and the parallel emphasis on Derrida’s ‘noninferential’ and Hartman’s ‘non-assimilable’), Rorty, then, is perhaps being slightly over-enthusiastic. As he concedes in a later chapter of Contingency, ‘metaphors are familiar uses of old words, but such uses are possible only against the background of old words being used in familiar ways’ (CIS, 41). We might take this as Rorty’s admission – independent of his wish to establish the contingency of language – that ‘the metaphoric genius of the poet must be matched by his ability to communicate’.22 Returning to his essay on Heidegger in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty writes:

Heidegger was quite right in saying that poetry shows what language can be when it is not a means to an end, but quite wrong in thinking that there could be a universal poem – something which combined the best features of philosophy and poetry, something which lay beyond both metaphysics and ironism. Phonemes do matter, but no one phoneme matters to very many people for very long. (CIS, 119)

Theory, in other words, cannot be saved by merely ‘poetizing’ it. With characteristic wit, Rorty deflates the universalizing grandeur of this claim:

Some people will find Heidegger’s andenkendes Denken no more urgent a project than Uncle Toby’s attempt to construct a model of the fortifications of Namur. (119)

It is the desire of Rorty’s poet-pragmatist to recognize the contingency of language (saving it from the ‘onto-theological’ frameworks that Heidegger abhorred) while at the same time acknowledging that this recognition of contingency can only go so far. The upshot of this incommensurability is that philosophical writing must be responsive to the political; philosophical writing must recognize language as a medium of communication, as a tool for social interaction, as a mode of ‘tying oneself up with other human beings’ (41). We might suggest that it is this broadly political dimension of Rorty’s work that justifies its ‘paraphrasability’. On this view the eminently readable nature of his prose is illustrative not of the ‘non-literariness’ of an avowed literary enterprise, or an insoluble tension between theory and practice, but of Rorty’s desire to keep his strong poet conversant with the members of his liberal utopia. ‘Philosophy as a kind of writing’, on this model, emerges as a secondary concern to that articulated in Rorty’s final book – his avowed desire to view philosophy as cultural politics.

There is a definite tension between the aestheticism of Rorty’s postmodern sensibility (his idea that the self might be cultivated and transformed in its private expressions) and the no-nonsense transparency of his pragmatism. On this point, we might contrast Rorty finally with Derrida, one of Rorty’s philosophical heroes and perhaps the prime advocate of a postmodernist aestheticist style. Very generally, we might say that Derrida’s postmodernism seeks to shock while pragmatism seeks to reassure, that at least in America postmodernism inspires anti-intellectualism and democratic resistance while pragmatism marries with the native love of action and resolution and impatience with all things academic. That Rorty doesn’t emulate Derrida’s vivid sense of the melodramatic (his abandoning of conventional philosophical prose, his irresistible desire to shock and upturn) shows not so much a lack of stylistic pzazz but a keen attunement to cultural audience.

An American Style of Philosophy

In comparing the styles of American and French philosophical writing, James Conant has noted the characteristic ‘diffidence’ of writers like Thoreau when compared to the characteristic ‘brilliance’ of intellectuals like Derrida.23 Conant provocatively suggests that this Parisian brilliance most typically registers ‘what is now taken as the sound of philosophy’. ‘The sound of much of the language in Thoreau’s Walden’, he continues, ‘is apt to strike a reader – at least on a first encounter – as not particularly philosophical at all, as not even trying to sound like philosophy’ (60). In comparing the sound of Emerson, James and Stevens with that of Nietzsche, Foucault and Derrida, Poirier makes a similar point: ‘it should be apparent by now’, he writes, ‘that in presenting their case, the Americans simply sound different. They sound altogether less rhetorically embattled, less culturally ambitious, than do any of these European cousins.’24

Rorty, interestingly, is quick to defend Anglo-American prose against the French. French philosophers, he urges, specialize in inventing new vocabularies. While this speciality accords nicely with his own desire to move from argument to redescription, Rorty still maintains that adopting a new vocabulary only makes sense if you can move back and forth, dialectically, between the old and the new. He writes: ‘It seems to us as if our French colleagues are too willing to find, or make, a linguistic islet and then invite people to move onto it, and not interested enough in building causeways between such islets and the mainland’ (PP1, 221).

The sound of Anglo-American philosophy is, of course, a central preoccupation of Cavell. ‘About my own sound’, he writes, ‘it may help to say that while I may often leave ideas in what seems a more literary state, sometimes in a more psychoanalytic state, than a philosopher might wish. . . . I mean to leave everything I will say, or have, I guess, ever said, as in a sense provisional, the sense that it is to be gone on from’ (CHU, 33). Certainly, Cavell’s style owes just as much to psychoanalysis as it does to philosophy, emphasizing the temptations and anxieties of the speaking self, employing language as a form of therapy. In conceding Wittgenstein’s emphasis on the functions and contexts of language as fundamental to American pragmatism, furthermore, Cavell is more concerned to stress how different their arguments sound. ‘And in philosophy’, he writes, ‘it is the sound which makes all the difference’ (MWM, 36 fn31). Conant is well aware of this centrality, not only in Cavell’s desire to maintain his distance from pragmatism, but in his broader philosophical project. Aside from noting the ‘diffident’ and ‘non-philosophical’ sound of Thoreau, however, Conant doesn’t push further on what a characteristically American philosophical writing might sound like.

Diffidence, surely, is rarely audible in Rorty. Though his style is unaffected, and his ambitious claims presented with disarming modesty, he is more likely to give the impression of self-assurance (his harshest critics would say ‘brashness’) than timidity or reserve. Interestingly, his colleagues have always drawn attention to the curious disparity between his spoken and written tone. Daniel Dennett notes that Rorty’s voice ‘is sort of striking – those firebrand views delivered in the manner of Eeyore’. Jonathan Rée notes that ‘[t]here’s a tremendous kind of melancholy about it. He tries to be a gay Nietzschean, but it’s an effort for him.’ Jürgen Habermas, finally, concurs that Rorty’s voice ‘seems to spring from the melancholy of a disappointed metaphysician’.25

The disparity between Rorty’s written and spoken voice contrasts interestingly with Cavell, whose audiences have always commented on their striking continuity. Paul Jenner has traced this correspondence to Cavell’s training in music, to the philosopher’s avowed desire to return the human voice to philosophy. As Jenner notes, Cavell’s appeal to the ordinary voice is manifest in his readings of Austin and Wittgenstein. Moreover, it is radically at odds with Derrida’s deconstructive desire to unsettle the logocentric dominance of the spoken over the written word. Contra Derrida, Jenner continues, Cavell’s appeal to the voice ‘need not be understood as an instance of Derrida’s metaphysics of presence; it is more suggestive of fracture and failure, of a habitual distance in our relations to self, others, world and language’.26

Conant’s suggestion of American writing as diffident is further troubled, of course, by the curiously non-Thoreauvian pitch of Cavell. Cavell has always sought to distance himself from the institutional dominance of deconstruction, taking care to present himself as an American writer inheriting a specifically American tradition. His misgivings towards deconstruction, however, are to be sharply distinguished from his evaluation of Derrida as a philosopher. There are, for Cavell, notable affinities between his own writing and that of Derrida; most importantly, the philosophers share a sense of the necessity in questioning the grounds of their own philosophy and discourse. In certain ways, Cavell comes closer to Derrida than Rorty, even though it is Rorty who has consistently championed Derrida as the ultimate writer of philosophy, the ultimate strong poet, the ultimate ‘maker of the new’. This leads to a paradoxical situation and again frustrates any easy generalizations about native philosophical style. Rorty sounds like an American, certainly, but more the gaudy American of cultural stereotype than the diffident figure at Walden. Meanwhile, the quiet gentilities of Cavell’s prose can surely remember Thoreau, but their spiralling self-consciousness can just as easily recall the indirections (less sympathetic critics would say the ‘indulgences’) of Derrida.

In a remarkable 1980 review of The Claim of Reason, John Hollander argued that Cavell’s book charted ‘a poetico-philosophical no-man’s land’ and that by doing so it occupied ‘the buffer zone between poetry and philosophy in a unique and perhaps uniquely American way’.27 In responding to Hollander’s review, Cavell wrote: ‘It is greatly heartening to me that Hollander finds a weight for ‘poetic’ with which my philosophizing may be found poetic. I believe Hollander is right in finding my mode essentially American.’28 That Hollander considers Cavell’s ‘poetico-philosophical’ expression distinctively American is suggestive. Cavell’s gracious response is anticipated by his own desire to hear the romanticist redemption of philosophy by poetry in his own writing, together with his desire to view America in general as the place that promises romanticism, that promises to heal the wound between philosophy and literature that has been festering since Plato’s Republic.

Equally suggestive, and certainly more surprising, is the companion attention to this poetico-philosophical ‘no-man’s land’ or ‘buffer zone’ encouraged, albeit indirectly, by the pragmatist philosopher, Cornel West. In The American Evasion of Philosophy, in seeking to consolidate Emerson’s status as America’s proto-pragmatist, West quotes Dewey, who in turn quotes Emerson: ‘[Emerson] would work, he says, by art, not metaphysics, finding truth “in the sonnet and the play”. “I am”, to quote him again, “in all my theories, ethics and politics, a poet”, and we may, I think, safely take his word for it that he meant to be a maker rather than a reflector. His own preference was to be ranked with the seers rather than with the reasoners of the race.’29 Dewey understands Emerson’s evasion of philosophy, West argues, as neither a simple replacement of philosophy by poetry nor a rekindling of the Platonic quarrel. Instead, this evasion is to be understood as ‘a situating of philosophical reflection and poetic creation in the midst of quotidian struggles for meaning’. This Emersonian evasion, which West proposes to extend to all of American philosophy, views poetry and philosophy neither as identical nor as antagonistic, but ‘as different metaphor-deploying activities to achieve specific aims’ (73).

In West’s formulation, American pragmatism can be understood as what happens to the Emersonian evasion of epistemology-centred philosophy when forced to justify itself within the professional perimeters of academic philosophy. Whereas Peirce applies the Emersonian themes of contingency and revisability to the scientific method, West argues, James extends them to our personal and moral lives. The emphasis on poetry and art, ‘on the seers rather than the reasoners of the race’, that he extracts from Dewey’s reading of Emerson is duly translated into West’s own pragmatist programme, into his emphasis on the centrality of ‘metaphor-deploying activities’. This latter phrase would certainly resonate with Rorty. Priding themselves on evading philosophy, both Rorty and West would extend the meaning of ‘metaphor-deploying activities’, from ‘poetic creation’ to ‘cultural criticism’, and so define the ambitions of pragmatism in general. Cavell, of course, has long registered both his discomfort with pragmatism, and the related efforts, of West and Rorty among others, to establish pragmatism as the essentially American philosophical voice. The proposed assimilation of Emerson to pragmatism, according to Cavell, ‘unfailingly blunts the particularity, the achievement, of Emerson’s language’ (ETE, 7). As Lawrence Rhu phrases it, ‘Cavell wants to demonstrate the presence of an Emerson to whom others have condescended or who they have simply ruled out: an Emerson well aware of the power of evil, the potential of tragedy, and the full weight of scepticism. . . .’30

Cavell’s existentialist Emerson, surely, could just as easily be aligned with the strain of American literature identified by Donoghue. His own ‘desperate scepticism’ might be registered by the indirections and meanderings of his prose, the formal feature that brings Emerson closest to Cavell. Both Emerson and Cavell demonstrate a willingness to follow through an idea or example unsure of the final destination or upshot, letting ideas ‘find their weight’ in their individual emergences. Captured in their emphasis on the sound of the prevailing philosophical vocabulary, furthermore, is the alternative sense of sound as measurement. Cavell, for one, would certainly welcome a comparison between his and Emerson’s ‘sounding’ of the depths of language and Thoreau’s activities at Walden. Sounding and weighing are activities that require patience and Cavell follows the transcendentalists in continually counselling persistence, waiting, resourcefulness and hope.31 Wishing to stay faithful to their own volatility and instinct, Emerson and Cavell proceed always by indirection and improvisation, following Donoghue’s traditional American stylist ‘who does not rush upon it – he delays, allowing the forms to do their best work’ (Style, 103).32

Returning to The American Evasion of Philosophy, we might identify certain aesthetic strands that emerge from West’s account that exceed the scope and intention of his own book. These strands, in turn, might yet conciliate those philosophers who find in American philosophy alternative resonances to pragmatism. West writes of ‘poetic creation’ as a ‘metaphor-deploying activity’, one that exemplifies the heights of human intelligence at work, ‘the best of conscious and reflective human activity’.33 Poetic creation, in this sense, is taken from poetry’s etymological root, ‘poeisis’, meaning the creative production of meaning. It is undoubtedly this sense of poetry that allows Rorty to align such diverse figures as Galileo and Yeats, Francis Bacon and John Milton. Choosing the more traditional sense of ‘poetic creation’, however, we are led to more formal implications, to an idea of writing that privileges not just the contingent and the revisable but the figural and the logically evasive: more poetry than poeisis, to put it simply. Speculating further, we might weave these aesthetic strands into an alternative narrative of American philosophy. On this redescription, ‘evasion’ might not signal a traditionally American avoidance of problems of knowledge or criteria of certainty. Certainly, Donoghue and Poirier find these problems consistently taken up by American literature as they go to the very heart of the philosophical life of Emerson and of Cavell. ‘Evasion’, rather, if understood in its literary critical sense of ‘ambiguity’ or ‘vagueness’, might gesture towards the kind of writing that even neopragmatism is keen to encourage if not always to enact. In Rorty’s own terms, this form of philosophical expression is suggestive and multi-valent, ‘funnier, more allusive, sexier and, above all, more “written” ’ (CP, 93).

Finding in West’s narrative this alternative story of American philosophy, we are reminded of the ‘poetico-philosophical no-man’s land’ that Hollander once pictured as uniquely American. For Hollander, such a region might offer a distinctively American way of mediating between analytic and continental traditions. On this model, philosophical writing might be prized not for transparency or lucidity but for aesthetic and affective achievement. Philosophical writing might be prized for the evasive, for the excessive and for the ‘written’; it might answer to America’s poets as well as its pragmatists. This mediation between the analytic and the continental is of course a central concern for both Cavell and Rorty. Perhaps it is announced most explicitly by their common willingness to find moments of intersection in the work of Heidegger and Wittgenstein.

Returning finally to our opening epigraph, we are now in a stronger position to explore in the writings of our philosophical duo the penury and precariousness – the desperate insecurity – that Donoghue characterizes as peculiarly American. Certainly, the pursuit of one’s ‘best and most difficult self’ anticipates Cavell’s modernist moment as it bespeaks his perfectionist ambition. His Emersonian desire to win through to an authentic mode of philosophical expression recognizes this mode as never secure and never static, a continual striving towards one’s unattained yet attainable self. We might suggest that the desperate conditions of Donoghue’s stylist, ‘the immense strain required to make the work declare itself’ (Style, 125), find their philosophical expression in Cavell’s perfectionist writings, in their characteristic mood (of intensity) and momentum (of quest). The compromises, exertions and self-defeats that Cavell takes care to register aligns him with a strain of American writing that wrests creativity from struggle and style from failure. His is a sense of precarious involvement, a willingness to test the very boundaries of human experience and expression.

It is a mark of Rorty’s neopragmatism that he chooses the shadow side, or maybe the happy side, of Cavellian acknowledgement. Donoghue’s ‘signs of risk and strain’ are simply not present as Rorty’s recognition of contingency leads to a celebration of language as liberating and creative and to a companion emphasis on self-creation and play. Rorty is sprightly before he is anxious. Indeed, given the charges of flippancy and carelessness often levelled against him, he is possibly too secure in the possession of his style. Buoyed by the cheerful ease of his pragmatist’s prose, Rorty is simply untroubled by meanings accidental or unintended.
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The Personal and the Political

In his influential book, Making the American Self: Jonathan Edwards to Abraham Lincoln, Daniel Walker Howe follows a central thread in American intellectual history. Asking how exactly the American individual constitutes the public domain, Walker Howe takes as his primary case studies the writings of Benjamin Franklin, Jonathan Edwards, Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson and Margaret Fuller. Quintessentially American concepts like ‘self-construction’ and ‘self-improvement’ are central to his narrative. Walker Howe explores at the same time the relation of these concepts to the wider body politic. At least for this particular cluster of figures he posits the creation of the private self as essential to the creation of the communal and the political. ‘The thinkers described in this book’, Walker Howe writes, ‘believed that, to the extent individuals exercised self-control, they were making free institutions – liberal, republican, and democratic – possible.’1

With the advent of American modernism – more specifically the postmodernist conception of self as one made rather than found, endlessly fractured and unstable – Howe’s intellectual historical analysis takes on renewed significance. For the American individual in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, a cluster of ethical-political questions emerges: What is the significance of personal experience in political life? How precisely do the complexities of the individual and the communal reconcile? Is the process of self-perfection significant for the perfection of democracy? Or is self-perfecting philosophy necessarily privatized, necessarily detached from the political realm? Offered in Cavell’s work is a compelling promise of our individual potential to validate our own lives before ourselves and others, our ability to authorize our own voice in political and cultural history. It is of the first importance for Cavell, and this carries particular resonance in his engagements with American culture, that cultural participants never cede their aesthetic experience but work to possess it. For Rorty, controversially, private self-making is completely irrelevant to the construction of public life. Validation of voice is interesting enough for oneself, and maybe for one’s immediate others, but it is of absolutely no consequence to one’s broader community.

This final chapter will attend specifically to questions of the ethical and the political in Rorty and Cavell. Of particular relevance is Cavell’s The Claim of Reason (1979), Pursuits of Happiness (1981), Contesting Tears (1996) and Cities of Words (2004). In focus also is Rorty’s Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989), Philosophy and Social Hope (1998) and the final volume of his Philosophical Papers, Philosophy as Cultural Politics: Philosophical Papers Volume 4 (2007). I will explore particularly whether Rorty’s division of the individual into the private and the public man amounts to a more thoroughgoing renunciation, as Espen Hammer argued in 2002, of philosophical and mutual education, of the ongoing necessity to self-authorize.2 Similarly, I wish to tease out the consequences of Rorty’s public/private split for Cavell’s democratic picture – specifically, for his central ideas of mutual education, intelligibility and transformation.

Cavell is not afraid to give us selves who have moral concerns or aesthetic interests or spiritual agonies, while Rorty tends to shy completely away from such anxious registers of the subjective. There is no sense in his work of an individual’s expressive abilities as central to its social contribution. Certainly his liberal democratic vision wouldn’t align the fragility of our lives in language with the fragility of ethics or politics more generally. Viewing Rorty’s work through this Cavellian lens provides a new perspective on the former’s post-philosophical politics and a further mode of measurement of both writers’ philosophical legacy.

Cavell and morality

Cavell’s contributions to morality are elaborated most fully and most carefully in Part III of The Claim of Reason. This part is entitled ‘Knowledge and the Concept of Morality’ and continues the concerns with epistemology and ordinary language first pursued in the work on Wittgenstein (Part I) and scepticism (Part II). Part III has never motivated a lengthy critical response. Interestingly, however, though critical of The Claim of Reason in general and of Part IV in particular, Rorty has proclaimed Part III in its independence as ‘one of the best books on moral philosophy which has appeared in recent years’ (CP, 185). Before attempting with Part III any exegesis or analysis, it is helpful to offer a thumbnail sketch of the professional philosophical discourses on morality to which Cavell’s contributions are most obviously intended.

Following the influence of the early twentieth-century ethicist G. E. Moore, ethical theory in the 1950s was pursed primarily in an analytical vein. With caution, one might generalize that A. J. Ayer and his positivist peers were primarily concerned not with ethical but with metaethical debate – primarily concerned not with ‘first-order’ elaborations of the good life or the just society but with ‘second-order’ questions of meaning and language and the truth-value of ethical terms.3 Typifying this second-order focus was C. L. Stevenson and his emotivist theory of ethics. Like Ayer, Stevenson grounds his non-cognitivist ethics in a logical positivist theory of meaning. On this schema ethical judgements are distinct from judgements of science and logic in the absence of validity in their methods of support. Unlike science and logic, in other words, ethical judgements are not rational. What actually happens in ethical debate is not appeal to tribunals fixed or necessary but persuasion of others using whatever statements or arguments necessary. Any statement at all considered likely by one to alter the attitudes of another may be presented as an ethical claim.

Cavell’s work on morality is motivated in many ways by his pronounced disagreement with this emotivist picture. In the first chapter of Part III, ‘Knowledge and the Basis of Morality’, he is concerned primarily to prod the rationality or otherwise of moral discussion. It is the very fact that moral arguments are liable to break down, he observes initially, that has brought the rationality of moral arguments consistently into question. When disagreeing with another in ethical debate we very quickly run aground over differences of opinion and emphasis. It seems invariably that there are no accepted means by which such moral disputes might fully and finally be resolved. From this lack of settled criteria with which to judge the validity or invalidity of individual theories or arguments ethical theorists have understandably generalized to a lack of rationality in general.

Seeking to demonstrate that morality is in fact rational, Cavell urges a critical re-evaluation of rationality tout court. Rationality, he urges, is not in fact premised on agreement. In elaboration of this point he turns to the practice of science. It is arguable that what makes science rational is not guaranteed agreement over conclusions but guaranteed agreement over what modes and procedures need to be used to aim for agreement in the first place. To use Cavell’s example: if a person of our acquaintance were to refuse to accept the evidence of a telescope in exploration of the lunar landscape we would not consider this man to be scientifically rational. We would not consider him committed to the modes and procedures that characterize scientific progression. Similarly, as Cavell wishes to argue, morality is a matter of commitment not precisely to agreement but to very particular modes and procedures. As such, morality is rational in the same way as science.

It is at this point that Cavell stresses the importance and productivity of ‘rational disagreement’. In morality as in science, he urges, what matters is not agreement itself but the hope that agreement may be reached, with all participants having committed to the same canons and procedures. Consequently, perhaps the perceived failure of moral argument, in Cavell’s words, ‘no more points to the failure or irrationality of morality or moral argument generally, than the failure of ordinary claims to knowledge points to the inadequacy of knowledge as a whole’ (CR, 255). Thus moral rationality is compared not only to scientific rationality but to rationality more generally, to our everyday ‘claims to reason’ in the title terms of Cavell’s book.

In direct comparison with the epistemological case, of course, with the moral case there is simply no such thing as a ‘best case’ scenario. As Cavell points out, what precisely the case in question is – whether somebody is, in fact, breaking a promise, being under-handed, taking advantage of someone else, etc., etc. – must be agreed upon in the first instance. ‘Actions, unlike envelopes and goldfinches, do not come named for assessment’ (CR, 265). Cavell thus recognizes the difficulty of choosing a best case for morality. Appeals to ordinary language nonetheless play a direct role in the assessment of moral theory because, as Cavell elaborates, the type of knowledge we seek in both the epistemological and the moral case ‘is a knowledge of persons’ (265). Of primary importance in moral discussion is the basis on which someone might assess or describe their own actions. As moral interlocutors, it is only with a full appreciation of this assessment that we become adequately positioned to evaluate this person’s moral claim.

The point here is to switch the focus of analysis from knowledge of the content of the argument to knowledge of selves. In order to fully understand or evaluate another person’s moral arguments or actions we need to understand why exactly they take the position they do. We need to understand the specific set of cares and commitments that constitute their personhood and, crucially, whether these cares and commitments are ones we can respect. As Cavell writes: ‘What is at stake in such discussions is not, or not exactly, whether you know our world, but whether, or to what extent, we are to live in the same moral universe. What is at stake in such examples . . . is not the validity of morality as a whole, but the nature or quality of our relationship to one another’ (CR, 268). Thus morality in the Cavellian understanding is the very essence of our relationship with other people. In offering us the opportunity both to elaborate our cares and commitments and to listen to the cares and commitments of another, it illuminates an understanding of self in addition to an understanding of others. Morality provides, in Cavell’s words, ‘a door through which someone, alienated or in danger of alienation from another through his action, can return by the offering and the acceptance of explanation, excuses and justifications, or by the respect one human being will show another who sees and can accept the responsibility for a position which he himself would not adopt. We do not have to agree with one another to live in the same moral world, but we do have to know and to respect one another’s differences’ (CR, 269).

We can now appreciate in a more rounded way why Cavell is so concerned to critique Stevenson’s moral emotivism. Emotivism for Cavell is profoundly misguided as it implies the essence of morality to be manipulation via propaganda. It implies that the essence of morality is the ability of one to influence the attitudes and actions of another. As Stanley Bates captures the point, ‘What Cavell’s critique shows is that Stevenson, in his theory and in his examples, has abandoned both the context in which something might be said, and any full-bodied notion of the persons who are speaking or being addressed.’4 Because Stevenson’s emotivism is not premised on uncovering reasons we can respect nor on cares and commitments that are worth defending – because it is based on the idea that any statement at all can be put forward as an ethical argument as long as it attempts to persuade – it is, as an ethical theory, completely bankrupt. In Cavell’s words, ‘[o]ne can face the disappearance of justice from the world more easily than an amnesia of the very concept of justice’ (CR, 283).

Further establishing the very particular type of rationality that morality holds, Cavell wishes to point out the paucity of the analogy between rule-following in morality and rule-following in games. Such analogy is elaborated most famously in the writings of John Rawls, specifically in his paper ‘Two Concepts of Rules’. Cavell challenges Rawls by urging that it is simply not the case that anyone can settle moral disagreements in the same way ‘that umpires can settle conflicts’; indeed, on Cavell’s picture, this very disanalogy ‘is essential to the form of life we call morality’ (CR, 296). Appealing to rules, in the manner of Rawls, in fact obscures the very complexity of the epistemology of conduct. ‘[I]n morality’, Cavell concludes, ‘our way is neither clear nor simple; we are often lost’ (CR, 310).

Though Cavell does urge that the rationality of morality is not premised on agreement in conclusions he is careful to insist that this understanding does not license just any moral argument or action. Just because morality is open to repudiation does not mean that anybody can repudiate morality at any time for any reason. In Cavell’s words: ‘what makes moral argument rational is not the assumption that there is in every situation one thing which ought to be done and that this may be known, nor the assumption that we can always come to agreement about what ought to be done on the basis of rational methods. Its rationality lies in following the methods which lead to a knowledge of our own position, of where we stand; in short, to a knowledge and definition of ourselves’ (CR, 312).

Particularly instructive here is Cavell’s intuition that the cares and commitments of a particular person are not always transparent to the person themselves; ‘the self is not obvious to the self’ (312), he writes. This furnishes another reason why moral argument is so important. It is through our very practices of moral argument – the daily defence of our own ethical views – that our cares and commitments are made fully clear not only to our community but to ourselves. Morality, on this understanding, is a matter of coming to know ourselves and others. As Hammer captures this point, ‘the purpose of moral dialogue is for participants to uncover, to themselves and to others, aspects of their own moral selves. Moral argument is rational in so far as it ultimately leads to self-knowledge, to a definition of oneself’.5

Cavell offers in The Claim of Reason a moral philosophy reinvested in the cares and commitments of everyday life, a moral philosophy rescued and reanimated from analytical metaethics. Throughout the whole of Part III he seeks to uncover the very particular form of rationality that underscores our everyday practices of morality, the complexity of explanations, excuses and justifications that weave together to form our moral self. He insists also that this very complexity isn’t in itself a guarantee or a final theorization of morality. It is of the very essence of morality that our moral claims stand always to be repudiated. Here is Cavell at the close of Part III:

Of course our confrontation of others may not take. We may mistake someone’s cares and commitments, or they may suddenly deny us. But what then breaks down is not moral argument but moral relationship. But it does not happen because we do not feel approval of one another. What is required in confronting another person is not your liking him or her but your being willing, from whatever cause, to take his or her position into account, and bear the consequences. If the moralist is the human being who best grasps the human position, teaches us what our human position is, better than we know, in ways we cannot escape but through distraction and muddle, then our first task in subjecting ourselves to judgment is to tell the moralist from the moralizer. When Auden heard “the preacher’s loose, immodest tone”, he heard the tone of one speaking in the name of a position one does not occupy, confronting others in positions of which one will not imagine the acknowledgment. (CR, 326)

Cavell further insists that any account of morality cannot progress without an appeal to related accounts of human language and action. Understanding this, we can appreciate why exactly his extended writings on morality are developed directly in concert with his writings on Wittgenstein and scepticism. Given the ‘deep unity’6 of Cavell’s work we must always be attentive to the correlation in this writings between claims moral, epistemological and aesthetic.

Rorty and morality

Directly in line with his anti-foundationalist epistemology, Rorty is breezily confident of a pragmatist universe unmoored from ahistorical structure or essence – breezily confident of a pragmatist universe entirely independent of ethical theory or foundation. Just as we can get along quite happily without theoretical assurance on matters of truth or knowledge, Rorty urges, so we can live as moral beings without rooting these morals in philosophical substrate. The age-old desire to establish moral absolutes or to uncover moral reality is pictured as culturally entrenched and decidedly unhelpful. In this abjuration of the rational from the moral Rorty sets himself up as militantly anti-Kantian. Moral progress, he urges, is not a matter of unconditionals or universal reasons or categorical imperatives. Rather, moral progress is conditional and hypothetical and characteristically blurs the lines between sentiment and reason. In an oft-repeated formulation, intended in part to foreground historical consensus over universal validity, Rorty urges that moral progress is in fact ‘a matter of wider and wider sensitivity’ (PSH, 82).

This view is developed most extensively in Rorty’s 1994 essay, ‘Ethics Without Principles’. Early in the essay Rorty marshals the work of Dewey as well as the neo-Humean Annette Baier to unsettle the related distinctions between morality and prudence (Dewey) and between reason and sentiment (Baier). For Rorty’s Dewey and Rorty’s Baier these distinctions are a matter of degree rather than kind – ‘the degree of need for conscious deliberation and explicit formulation of precepts’ (73). Rorty urges that we invent both morality and law when our individual or familial needs begin to clash with those of a wider group, when natural reaction meets increasingly complex and variegated situations. On Baier’s account, as on Dewey’s, though morality begins as a relation of reciprocal trust among a closely knit group such as a family or neighbourhood morality progresses in the re-making of human selves to accommodate the increasing complexity of other people and other things.

Nuancing further his anti-essentialist account, Rorty invokes a Darwinian naturalism downplaying the moral exceptionalism of persons. Differing from animals only in the complexity of our behaviour, Rorty urges, there is no ‘moral law’ separating humans from the rest of the natural world. Consistent with this naturalism is the emphasis in Dewey’s work on the gradual evolution of moral language. In Rorty’s words, ‘there was no point at which practical reasoning stopped being prudential and became specifically moral, no point at which it stopped being merely useful and started being authoritative’ (74). As urged with confidence at numerous points of his oeuvre, evolution is continued seamlessly from the biological to the cultural realm.

A more updated version of this ‘ethics without principles’ view is formulated at length in Rorty’s 2007 essay, ‘Justice as a Larger Loyalty’. Emphasizing that in the moral life it is practically more helpful to distinguish not between loyalty and justice but between loyalty to smaller groups and loyalty to larger groups, Rorty deliberately blurs the lines between reason and sentiment. Equally he blurs the lines between Kantian and Humean ideas of morality, between universal validity and historical consensus. We need to think in terms of a new moral rationality, Rorty urges, one couched not in the specialist terminology of universal laws but in the everyday vocabulary of social practices. He insists in this vein that John Rawls cleaves too strictly to the former and that particularly in his paper ‘The Law of Peoples’ Rawls is far too concerned to avoid historicism. In order to be faithful to his own constructivism, Rorty urges, Rawls would in fact be much better off with a more historicist and a less universalist picture. Habermas, too, would be much better off if he stopped appealing to a Kantian ‘weaponry’ (PP4, 50).

Seeking a rapprochement between his own work and that of Rawls as well as of Habermas, Rorty outlines once more his idiosyncratic account of moral rationality. On this neo-pragmatist picture, loyalty and justice (and sentiment and reason) are placed not in opposition but on a continuous spectrum. Morality involves broadening our circles of loyalty and trust from those closest to us to those further away; it involves coming to think of ‘one of them’ as ‘one of us’. Encouraging as it does an expansion of these ‘inner’ circles, unforced agreement between individuals and groups is the very basis for fellow-feeling and mutual respect. And so, as the dichotomy between (universalizing) rationality and (particularizing) sentiment begins to dissipate, the process of reaching agreement by persuasion becomes central to our moral and communal life. Concepts of significance are not the capitalized ‘Truth’ or ‘Reason’ but the decapitalized ‘agreement’ and ‘consensus’.

Interestingly, Rorty appears in harmony with Cavell in denying that strong sense of rationality whereby agreement or peaceful resolution of conflicts is always guaranteed. There is no such thing as the objectively better argument, Rorty would say, simply because there is no such thing as a set of universally accepted criteria with which one can confidently judge better from worse. Rorty thus dismisses Habermas’s idea of the ideal speech situation, of ‘the better argument’ winning out in free and respectful deliberation. ‘The idea of the better argument’, he writes, ‘makes sense only if one can identify a natural, transcultural relation of relevance, which connects propositions with one another so as to form something like Descartes’ “natural order of reasons”’ (54). In the absence of such a natural order all that we are left with is attractiveness and persuasive power. Though Rorty agrees with Cavell that rationality in the moral realm takes a different and very specific form, the philosophers disagree in their emphasis on moral consensus.

Central to Rorty’s metaethics is the pragmatist picture of the self as relational ‘through and through’ – as a network of beliefs and desires incapable of existing independently of its relations with other selves. Selfhood in this Deweyan account is a process of creation rather than discovery, a process in Dewey’s own words where ‘any self is capable of including within itself a number of inconsistent selves, of unharmonized dispositions’ (PSH, 78). Just as scientific progress is a matter of integrating more and more data into a coherent web of belief, then, moral progress is a matter of expanding our private loyalties from family and neighbourhood to community and nation and beyond, of coming to think of more and more people as ‘one of us’ rather than ‘one of them’. In the words of G. Elijah Dann, ‘Rorty thinks morality comes on the scene when our natural ‘relatedness’ needs expanding.’7

Rorty’s idea of the self as a coherent web of beliefs and desires finds lengthy elaboration in his 1981 treatment of Freud and psychoanalysis, ‘Freud and Moral Reflection’. Beginning with a distinction between ‘self-knowledge’ and ‘self-creation’, Rorty argues that it is precisely the latter – ‘our accidental idiosyncrasies’, ‘our irrational components’, ‘our incompatible sets of beliefs and desires’ – that hold most interest for Freud (PP2, 148). Rorty claims that this very attention to personal idiosyncrasy ‘remoralizes’ a mechanistic self. Certainly this seems paradoxical. As Rorty is himself quick to point out, morality has traditionally been premised on a self’s ability to forget the self, the self’s ability to sacrifice her needs and desires in consideration of the needs and desires of others. But in the dichotomy as set up by Rorty, ‘morality’ can mean either public morality, ‘the attempt to be just in one’s treatment of others’ or private morality, ‘the search for perfection in oneself’ (153). Like Freud, Rorty is concerned with the latter. He is concerned with that private morality encouraging of aesthetic self-creation and character development.

On Freud and the self I quote Rorty at length:

I want to focus on the way in which Freud, by helping us see ourselves as centerless, as random assemblages of contingent and idiosyncratic needs rather than as more or less adequate exemplifications of a common human essence, opened up new possibilities for the aesthetic life. He helped us become increasingly ironic, playful, free, and inventive in our choice of self-descriptions. This has been an important factor in our ability to slough off the idea that we have a true self, one shared with all other humans, and the related notion that the demands of this true self – the specifically moral demands – take precedence over all others. It has helped us to think of moral reflection and sophistication as a matter of self-creation rather than self-knowledge. Freud made the paradigm of self-knowledge the discovery of the fortuitous materials out of which we must construct ourselves rather than the discovery of the principles to which we must conform. He thus made the desire for purification seem more self-deceptive, and the quest for self-enlargement more promising. (PP2, 155)

According to Rorty, it is Alasdair MacIntyre’s view that this Freudian conception of the self as created rather than found leads effectively to emotivism – to ‘the obliteration of any genuine distinction between manipulative and non-manipulative’ human interaction.8 A focus on idiosyncrasy and self-creation, so this objection goes, leaves little room for a self to define itself in relation to a particular set of cares and commitments. The self becomes radically decentred, in other words. Bereft of any fixed principles all it is left with is the ability to persuade.

For Rorty, charges of ‘emotivism’ or moral ‘manipulation’ carry little weight. How else might you describe our social encounters, he asks, than as persuasions and unforced agreement, as constant redescriptions of vocabularies and arguments in encouraging others to see things the way we do? Not theory and argument but narrative and redescription are the real harbingers of cultural change; the real motor of philosophical progress is not statement but metaphor. On this point, indeed, Rorty is particularly cavalier: ‘I think that we can live with the Freudian thought that everything everybody does to everybody else (even those they love blindlessly and helplessly) can be described, for therapeutic and other purposes, as manipulation’ (PP2, 159). To echo his thoughts on instrumentalism and the literary text, ‘All anybody ever does with anything is use it’ (PSH, 134).

‘Pragmatists think of moral progress,’ Rorty writes, as more like sewing together a very large, elaborate, polychrome quilt, than like getting a clearer vision of something true and deep. . . . . [T]hey like to replace traditional metaphors of depth and height with metaphors of breadth and extent’ (PSH, 87). Another way to articulate this point is to locate our moral obligation in human rather than non-human criteria, by appealing not to the absolute and capitalized deities of Truth or Reason but the de-capitalized dynamic of relational other selves. Not surprisingly this pragmatist view is viewed with great suspicion, as ‘emotivist’ at best and ‘irrational’ at worst. In their ethical outlook, ‘pragmatists’, says Rorty, ‘are lumped with reductionists, behaviourists, sensualists, nihilists and other dubious characters’ (81).

Though arguing in ‘Justice as a Larger Loyalty’ that charges of emotivism and manipulation do not carry a lot of weight, Rorty is yet concerned to maintain that there is a common-sense distinction to be made ‘between manipulating people (i.e. consciously, and deceptively, employing them as instruments for one’s own purposes) and not manipulating them’. The reason MacIntyre construes ‘emotivism’ as the only available option, Rorty urges, is because he is still in thrall to ‘a pre-Freudian division of human faculties’ (PP2, 160). Moreover, McIntyre’s definition of emotivism (that moral judgements in fact boil down to a matter of personal preference) makes sense for Rorty ‘only if there is something else such judgments might have been – for example, expressions of a correct, rational grasp of the nature of the human being’. Of course for Rorty’s anti-foundationalist picture there are no such objective tribunals or correct standards to rely upon. He concludes that ‘moral psychology, like moral discourse, is at present an incoherent blend of Aristotelian and mechanist ways of speaking’ (PP2, 160). The eradication or redescription of these vocabularies will illuminate emotivism as unintelligible. In Rorty’s words, ‘we shall not need a picture of “the human self” in order to have morality’ (PP2, 160).

Cavell and moral perfectionism

We have seen that in Cavell’s account of morality there is a pronounced emphasis on the self and on self-knowledge, on coming to awareness of one’s cares and commitments through moral discussion with another. Indeed, that philosophy in its modern expression has characteristically neglected or debased the self is a consistent preoccupation of Cavell’s writings. Finding direct expression in The Claim of Reason and Must We Mean What We Say?, and subtly reinforced in the idiosyncratic blend of philosophy and criticism distinctive of the later writings, this preoccupation comes to the fore equally prominently in the ethical-political work. In response to the perceived selflessness of modern philosophy and politics, Cavell defends a moral register prioritizing self-examination, self-education and self-transformation. Such are the registers of moral or Emersonian ‘perfectionism’.

In the generally accepted narratives of modern moral theory two principle options present themselves as exhaustive: some form of deontology (usually represented by Kant) and some form of teleology (usually represented by J. S. Mill). Mid-twentieth-century ‘metaethics’ appears in this story as something of a detour.9 Cavell’s sketch of morality is developed in certain ways to stem this detour, to recover with care the richness and particularity of our moral lives. When extended to the ethical-political realm, however, it is difficult to fully reconcile Cavell’s work with the prevailing teleological/deontological picture. Cavellian perfectionism is tricky to locate within any theoretical schema because it is not summarizable in a set of characterizing propositions.

Not exactly a moral theory, perfectionism for Cavell is a moral outlook picturing the self on a continuous quest of perfectibility. Perfection is never the goal. Rather, the progression from one self to the next is ongoing and interminable. Perfectionism is defended against both deontology and teleology as Cavell seeks neither actions defendable as universally good nor actions maximizing the good for all persons. What is in question is the intelligibility of the self to others. ‘Intelligibility’ in its Cavellian sense signals not justification but revelation. This perfectionist emphasis on the other, on the friend or the teacher or the exemplar for whom the self’s intelligibility is key, underlines the perfectionist promise of communal and social reform, its ongoing contestation of the public status quo.

Perfectionism’s features are registered for Cavell in figures as diverse as Plato, Aristotle, Locke, Emerson, Kant, Mill, Rawls, Nietzsche, Ibsen and Freud. By Cavell’s lights, these figures hold in common ‘a disappointment with the world as it is’ and ‘a desire for reform or transfiguration of the world’ (CW, 2). This commonality might seem helplessly vague were these figures’ shared ideals not subsequently outlined. Emergent as central are the ideals of ‘equality’, ‘education’, ‘cultivation’ and ‘transfiguration’. With self and other constantly in patterns of ‘confrontation’ and ‘conversation’, such ideals are held open as the promise of democracy.

Perfectionism is explored most comprehensively in Cavell’s analysis of film. More specifically, he takes as his primary illustrations the re-marriage comedies (It Happened One Night; The Awful Truth; Bringing Up Baby; His Girl Friday; The Philadelphia Story; The Lady Eve; and Adam’s Rib) and melodramas (Letter from an Unknown Woman; Gaslight; Now, Voyager; and Stella Dallas) of 1930s and 1940s Hollywood. Marriage, for Cavell, is an exemplary form of moral relationship where partners seek their respective ‘attainable selves’ in responsive and responsible encounter. As these witty and meaningful exchanges illuminate the ‘eventual community’ of liberal democracy, the marital tie becomes a figure for social union. Husbands and wives, neither particularly young nor particularly old, examine together the value and the promise of their everyday. As Cavell turns to the tragic and the poetic in his ethical exploration of knowledge and acknowledgement, film’s characteristic powers ‘of transfiguration and shock and emotionality and intimacy’ (CW, 9) are particularly suited to the communal or even political aspects of perfectionism. In the specialized contexts of Hollywood film comedy and melodrama, Cavell’s analysis moves with an added urgency.

Typically, the re-marriage plot involves the bringing back together of a couple whose unity hitherto has been fractured or placed at risk. As Cavell points out in his reading of It Happened One Night, the central pairing of Peter and Ellie (played by Clark Gable and Claudette Colbert) is not, in fact, legally married. Cavell thus begins his reading by noting the film’s contestation of the re-marriage genre. That a particular re-marriage instance might have certain features at variance with re-marriage comedy in general is not simply problematic but in some ways ventilating; it allows for further features to compensate and so ‘additionally reveal’ the re-marriage structure. In the case of Peter and Ellie, as they rapidly establish a rapport of bickering and intimate resentment, a relationship feeling to them and their audience ‘like an ordinary marriage’, the givens of romantic union are placed in question. Emergent as a live possibility is marriage as an institution privately before publicly sanctioned.

Morally at stake in these romantic pairings is less isolated judgement of the good or the right than practical negotiation of how best to live a shared life. How a wife might trust her husband as a friendly and credible educator; how a husband might on behalf of his wife slough off perplexity and restriction; how both might emerge with self-knowledge and sociability: to all of these processes intelligibility is central. Exposing one’s desires and fragilities is a practice fraught with trepidation and risk and, as Cavell writes, ‘[p]erfectionism concentrates on this moment’ (CW, 42). As one self fully reveals itself to another its courage and responsiveness become exemplary. And so, in speaking authentically for oneself one might speak representatively for others. Herein lies the democratic potential of perfectionism.

Cavell’s approach to film is a descriptive one. He is always concerned to recount carefully and comprehensively what actually happens between the re-marriage pair. This is not simply a concession to those readers who may not have seen or may not have accurately remembered what happens between Peter and Ellie. Rather, description is fully internal to the philosopher’s critical methodology. At issue is Cavell’s ongoing wish that his readers pay attention, that they fully and finely attune themselves to those details neglected because seemingly obvious. Tracing this methodological practice to Cavell’s investment in Thoreau, to the transcendentalist fondness for ‘sheer description’, Robert Ray finds in Cavell’s approach a peculiarly American convention, one discernible in the twentieth century in Wallace Stevens as well as Gertrude Stein.10 In the background also is Emerson’s emphasis on intuition and tuition, on carefully describing those moments which strike one as important without knowing why.

Detailed description highlights also the significance of the everyday. It is central to the happiness of the re-married pair that they are both willing and able to accept diurnal repetition, both willing and able to take an interest in the not-so-interesting. Appreciating their own selves and interactions as worthy of attention is the key point here. That this repetitive interaction doesn’t negate but actually enhances their life together forms part of Cavell’s emphasis on the incomprehensibility of any married couple to the outside world. Less important than what they actually do or say together is that they do or say those things together, that ‘no time they are together could be wasted’ (PH, 88).

In this iteration of the everyday, conversation is essential. For Cavell conversation signifies equality and reciprocation, a complete revelation of human existence. In the remarriage comedies in particular he is moved ‘to recapture the full weight of the concept of conversation . . . in those films talking together is fully and plainly being together, a mode of association, a form of life’ (PH, 88). Conversation is central to the scene of instruction, the promise to educate and transform. Listening is just as important as talking; indeed, in line with Cavell’s wish for philosophy in general, responsiveness is prioritized over assertiveness. If in scepticism’s wake we are presently opaque, ‘non-transparent’, to each other, conversation underlines for Cavell the importance he places on the figure of the friend. In improvisatory and witty repartee, in continuous and virtuous dialogue, Peter and Ellie are an exemplary pairing. Assessing their lives and the potentiality of their lives together, the couples converse and their minds are ‘moved, challenged, educated, elated’ (CW, 309).

In responsive articulation of their inner selves, the breaking down of the opacity between self and other, these selves not only converse but educate – transform – each other. Responsiveness involves not just listening but the willingness to expose, to make a fool of oneself, to allow oneself to be fully seen. In Hammer’s helpful characterization, the male partner ‘must transcend his inexpressiveness and allow the woman to read his physiognomy as worthy of interest and desire’.11 In trusting his true self the man thus reveals himself as a worthy educator of the woman; she consents to him as a suitable and credible educator. And so is initiated the recovery of her voice, her identity.

In the comedies of re-marriage Cavellian conversation is constitutive of the validity of marriage. In the melodramas of the unknown woman, the genre Cavell identifies as structurally analogous, Cavellian conversation is defeated; the capacity to listen and respond is negated in the face of a death-dealing irony. The women of Cavell’s melodramas are nonetheless to be understood in moral perfectionist terms. In Cavell’s words, ‘the themes and structure of the comedy are modified or negated in such a way as to reveal systematically the threats (of misunderstanding, of violence) that in each of the remarriage comedies dog its happiness’ (CT, 83). The madness and violence of the melodramas illuminate what precisely is at stake in the ethical structure of film.

That perfectionism as a moral outlook is both elitist and anti-democratic is an objection continually faced by Cavell. If greatest value is placed on processes self-enriching and self-transforming, this objection runs, what room is left for the social or the political? Surely an emphasis on the individual self can only engender within the communal realm disharmony and disengagement? Seeking to defend perfectionism against such objections and more, Cavell’s engagement with John Rawls is a crucial component of Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome. In A Theory of Justice Rawls had taken issue with perfectionism along precisely these lines, emphasizing a perceived individualism and anti-democratic bias, a perceived impetus ‘to maximize the achievement of human excellence in art, science and culture’.12 On Rawls’s reading, perfectionism denies or negates the personal and political significance of others. It rejects the reality of human lives as responsively and responsibly social.

In response to Rawls, Cavell emphasizes in his understanding of perfectionism the importance not only of the dialogic other but the importance more generally of self-transformation as a basis for the transformation of one’s society. Only through conversation with another might the self be challenged and transformed and only through such challenge and transformation might the self become representative for society as a whole. More than this, Cavell wishes to demonstrate how the Rawlsian theory of justice could itself benefit from the perfectionist promise. Writes Cavell: ‘It is possible to find Rawls too, well, procedural, too rule-bound, too indifferent to unexplained suffering, too rigorous’ (CW, 172). Primarily, Cavell takes issue with the Rawlsian idea that ‘[t]hose who express resentment must be prepared to show why certain institutions are unjust or how others have injured them’, that we must seek to conduct ourselves ‘above reproach’.13

On Cavell’s reading, this desire of Rawls to theorize a democracy in which citizens can reassure themselves that their behaviour has been ‘above reproach’ reflects a distorted and hence inadequate conception of the demands of the moral life. How exactly, Cavell challenges, can we be sure that we are so conducting ourselves? Surely some form of dialogue with another or anothers is necessary for us to be absolutely sure? ‘[W]hat if there is a cry of justice’, he asks, ‘that expresses a sense not of having lost out in an unequal yet fair struggle, but of having from the start been left out?’ (CHU, xxxviii). Invoking as an exemplary figure Ibsen’s Nora from A Doll’s House, Cavell seeks to establish that the conversation of justice doesn’t necessarily preclude the deprivation of personal voice, that one might be at a distinct disadvantage before the conversation ever gets started. Problems of identity and differentials of power will always form a component of our moral and political life.

It seems that it is on this very issue that Cavell and Rawls most decidedly part ways. Cavell’s focus is always on the individual self – on self-knowledge, self-education, self-transformation – while Rawls is characteristically keen to submerge identity and subject-formation. As outlined most memorably in his invocation of the ‘veil of ignorance’, the ideal liberal subjects are ignorant not only of their personal attributes and their conception of the good but of their place in society, their class position and their social status. The ideal liberal subjects are cognizant only of reason and an interest in fairness. Thus Rawls’s ideal citizens of the liberal democracy are conjoined always to think not from their limited subject positions but from a universal position of non-differentiation.

Defending Cavell against Rawls, John Michael has argued that it is in practice impossible to become this Rawlsian ‘universal subject’. Michael writes:

The remedy cannot be to forget identity, since identity and the differences of perspective and belief associated with identity seem to be a crucial part of the problem. The solution seems not to require identity be simply forgotten, but to reconsider the manner in which identities are remembered or imagined. . . . What Rawls’s veil of ignorance actually requires – perhaps despite the philosopher’s wishes – is not the forgetting of identities but the remembering of community and of conflict, the recollection of relationships between people and of the problems of identity and of interest that determine and express them.14

At least as Cavell reads A Theory of Justice, ethical conversation enjoins a practical engagement with identity questions. In careful response to Rawls’s theoretical refusal of the self, Cavell always seeks a perfectionist redress.

Rorty and politics

‘Human perfection becomes a private concern,’ or so Rorty writes in the final volume of his Philosophical Papers (PP4, 30). On Rorty’s ironist picture the perfection of one’s private self is a matter for poetry and not philosophy, of cultivating one’s idiosyncratic vocabulary in free and unshackled imagination. Self-perfection is akin to ‘self-creation’, a practice idealized for Rorty in the philosophies of Nietzsche, Foucault and Derrida. Of utmost significance for this ironist trio is aestheticized self-expression located at a complete remove from the demands of institutional democracy. The responsibility of the self to others involves only allocating those others adequate space to pursue their own private concerns, to re-describe their selves and their communities from their own perspective. Perfectibility is not a matter of making our private selves transparent or communicable or intelligible to the public sphere; perfectibility is decidedly not a matter for politics.

It is in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity that Rorty first advances his provocative split between the public and the private. Urging here that there is no need for a comprehensive philosophical outlook, a unifying theory that might perfectly reconcile one’s private desire for sublimity with one’s public commitments to solidarity, Rorty resists those metaphysical or theological attempts to found and to bolster a common human nature. Unlike Cavell, whose picture of the perfectible self involves an essentially communal dimension – the perfectible self as model or ideal for the institution of democracy more generally – there is no attempt in Rorty to figure personal or social relationships as attempted allegories for political union. Rather, in his public/private ideal, ‘the demands of self-creation and of human solidarity are equally valid yet nonetheless incommensurable’ (CIS, xv).

In practice this is a liberating outlook. Rorty urges that one can be as ironic or as aesthetically self-perfecting as one likes in private as long as it doesn’t interfere with one’s public liberalism, one’s commitment to society and solidarity and the liberal maxim that ‘cruelty is the worst thing that we do’ (xv). It is simply unhelpful, Rorty urges, to seek a totalizing philosophical picture, one holding ‘self-creation and justice, private perfection and human solidarity’ in a shared vision (xii). On this schema, the vocabularies of self-creation are necessarily private and incommunicable and incompatible with communal argument. As a consequence such vocabularies are entirely incommensurable with the vocabularies of liberal discourse – as Rorty summarizes in interview, ‘the language of citizenship, of public responsibility, of participation in the affairs of the state’.15

At the heart of Rorty’s public/private split is his postmodernist conception of self and personhood. Human beings for Rorty are constantly in flux and in development, ‘a web of relations to be rewoven’, ‘a centreless web of beliefs and desires’ (CIS, 43). As glorified or divinized by essentialist philosophies the ‘central faculty’ or ‘central self’ simply does not exist. Autonomy, similarly, is to be attained rather than uncovered. It is not something easily embodied in social structure or political institution. In his concept of ‘strong poetry’ and ‘the strong poet’, Rorty’s Harold Bloom captures precisely this guiding emphasis on innovative self-creation over straightforward self-discovery. What is in point for Bloom is a freshening and innovating of outworn self-descriptions. Another way of framing this emphasis is to say, with Rorty’s Freud, that ‘our conscious private goals are as idiosyncratic as the unconscious obsessions and phobias from which they have branched off’ (PP2, 34). It is simply impossible to ground such obsessions and phobias in a shared human nature.

Contingency extends equally to Rorty’s concepts of language and of community. Rorty urges that these concepts are not grounded in any ahistorical or unchanging essence, that they hold no ‘intrinsic nature’ to be divined or exposed. Contingency, in his understanding, ‘goes all the way down’. Influenced by theories of metaphor originating in Nietzsche and Heidegger and updated by Donald Davidson and Mary Hesse, Rorty urges that language is not a medium for representing the non-linguistic world. Languages can only be compared with each other and not with ‘fact’ or ‘reality’ or some ‘non-human world’ awaiting description. In a spirit of playfulness and irony we are thus completely free to re-create ourselves and those around us. As ‘liberal ironists’, we are completely free to endlessly re-describe by enriching and innovating our idiosyncratic vocabularies. Indeed, this recognition of contingency is central to the liberal utopia at the heart of Rorty’s vision: ‘To see one’s language, one’s conscience, one’s morality, and one’s highest hopes as contingent products, as literalizations of what once were accidentally produced metaphors,’ he writes, ‘is to adopt a self-identity which suits one for citizenship in such an ideally liberal state’ (CIS, 61).

Rorty takes as exemplars of self-creation and autonomy ironists like Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Baudelaire, Proust, Heidegger and Nabokov. His ideal liberals, those intellectuals exemplifying responsible citizenry, are Marx, Mill, Dewey, Habermas and Rawls. Rorty’s liberal ironist theory has room for the two kinds of intellectual. Recognizing the historicist premises of both, however, he cautions against any theoretical or metaphysical attempts to bring them together. He distinguishes further between the kind of literature that fulfils private needs (books which help us become autonomous) and the kind that fulfils public interests (books which help us become less cruel). Proust writes the former and Dickens the latter. Again, these writers are not exactly opposed but claimed by Rorty as different tools for different purposes. Finally, Rorty sketches Michel Foucault as ‘an ironist without being a liberal’ and Jürgen Habermas as ‘a liberal without being an ironist’. Both writers are admired; both are used for different ends.

The public/private split is of particular relevance in the case of non-liberal ironists. As Rorty writes of Nietzsche, Derrida and Foucault, the sort of autonomy that they seek is decidedly ‘not the sort of thing that could ever be embodied in social institutions’ (CIS, 61). The self-creating ironist fulfils for Rorty three essential conditions: (1) radical and continuing doubt about the ‘final vocabulary’ she currently uses (our ‘final vocabularies’, Rorty explains, are those words we employ in order to justify our everyday actions and beliefs); (2) radical and continuing doubt about the power of argument and (3) radical and continuing doubt that her vocabulary, comparable to another’s, successfully captures what is actually the case. Ironists fully accept the pragmatist and postmodernist contention that there is no such thing as objective truth, no such thing as a reality independent of our own constructions. They are, in Rorty’s words, ‘never quite able to take themselves seriously because always aware that the terms in which they describe themselves are subject to change, always aware of the contingency and fragility of their final vocabularies, and thus of their selves’ (CIS, 73–4). Rorty’s ironist opposes the metaphysician in its distaste for common sense. She thinks of logic as ancillary to dialectic and of argument as ancillary to redescription.

Rorty’s liberal democracy, a ‘liberal utopia’ in his more aggrandizing term, is undoubtedly a unique attempt to negotiate the demands of public and private selves, to think critically about the individual in relation to its society. It is important to recognize, moreover, that there is an ethical purpose imbuing the recommended spirit of irony and play, that Rorty isn’t being irresponsible or snidely postmodernist. As he summarizes Contingency, ‘the fundamental premise of the book is that a belief can still regulate action, can still be thought worth dying for, among people who are quite aware that this belief is caused by nothing deeper than contingent historical circumstance’ (189). The citizens of his liberal utopia are thus fully aware of their own contingency. Crucially, however, they are nonetheless committed to social solidarity. The phrase ‘liberal utopia’, of course, suggests the possibility of perfection while at the same time recognizing perfection as impossible. To this extent, at least, Rorty mirrors Cavell in his stress on perfectibility before perfection. Both figures recognize the desirability of a world of ‘perfect justice and freedom’ while nonetheless acknowledging its ultimate unattainability.

A significant aspect of Rorty’s public/private split is the strict distinction it allows him to draw between philosophy and politics. More specifically, it is central to Rorty’s liberal ironist picture that democracy can get along perfectly well without philosophical justification. Trading in an idea of the self as ahistorical and contingent, and in private self-creation as completely removed from public commitment, Rorty urges that there is no need for a philosophy or a theory on which we might build a political system. People might hope for a tighter link between philosophy and politics but in fact, for an ideally liberal state, all we need is a shared commitment to values. Rorty wants values to come first and theories to come after; in the title terms of a 1991 essay, ‘democracy is prior to philosophy’.

Again, Rorty’s ‘Justice as a Larger Loyalty’ is useful here. The essay begins:

All of us would expect help if, pursued by the police, we asked our family to hide us. Most of us would expect such help even if we knew our child or our parent to be guilty of a sordid crime. Many of us would be willing to perjure ourselves in order to supply such a child or parent with a false alibi. But if an innocent person is wrongly convicted as a result of our perjury, most of us will be torn by a conflict between loyalty and justice. (PP4, 42)

The central point of Rorty’s essay is that moral dilemmas should not be conceived as a conflict between loyalty and justice but as a conflict between loyalty to smaller groups and loyalty to larger groups. While Kantians typically insist that justice springs from reason, and loyalty from sentiment, Rorty urges that morality starts out not as an obligation to abstract others but as a relation of reciprocal trust among a closely knit group such as a family or a clan (PP4, 45). Finding emphasis is not philosophical justification but emotional value.

It is interesting that in ‘Democracy as Prior to Philosophy’ Rorty views himself as building upon and bringing to maturation twentieth-century discourses of liberal politics. He seeks to position himself in the tradition of John Rawls, particularly, seeking to establish that Rawls’s political liberalism is in fact anti-foundationalist. Rorty reads Rawls as elaborating his conception of justice squarely in the context of our democratic practices and institutions; according to Rorty, there is no attempt in Rawls to root such a conception in theory or philosophy. Another way to frame this point is to say that Rorty reads Rawls not as a philosophical liberal but as a pragmatist.

Though Rorty admits that he had first read Rawls as attempting to provide in A Theory of Justice a philosophical armature for justice as fairness, he subsequently realized that this reading didn’t adequately capture the radicalness of Rawls’s position. In switching focus to the later essays, ‘Kantian Constructivism in Moral Theory’ and ‘Justice as Fairness: Political not Metaphysical’, Rorty thus substituted a picture of Rawls as transcendental and metaphysical (in the manner of Kant) with a picture of Rawls as historicist and anti-foundationalist (in the manner of Hegel and Dewey). Rorty’s redescriptions are motivated in part by a desire to challenge the communitarian Michael Sandel and his Kantian reading of Rawls. In Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, Sandel pictured Rawls’s liberalism as in fact reliant on a metaphysics of reason and human nature. Sandel interpreted this metaphysics, furthermore, as conceptually inadequate.

On Rorty’s revised picture, A Theory of Justice doesn’t elaborate a philosophical underpinning for liberal constitutional democracy. Rawls’s celebrated theory doesn’t depend on philosophical or metaphysical definitions of ‘human nature’ or ‘the theory of the self’. Indeed, as a means of shoring up or philosophically justifying the intuitions and shared beliefs of a liberal democratic citizenry, the suggestion is that such definitions are not only unhelpful but actively pernicious. Rawls himself provides support for this interpretation of justice as fairness, claiming that ‘since justice as fairness is intended as a political conception of justice for society, it tries to draw solely upon basic institutions of democratic society and the public traditions of their interpretations. Justice as fairness is a political conception in part because it starts from within a certain political tradition’.16 Rorty goes further than Rawls, indeed, and insists not only on tolerance but on actual indifference towards matters of truth. Bolstering his position with an appeal to the most influential theorist of twentieth-century liberal politics, Rorty maintains again and again that we simply do not need a philosophical justification for liberal democracy.

Rorty and Cavell on morality and politics

Their respective conceptions of ethical and political life point up a number of surprising similarities between Cavell and Rorty. While both figures propose a critique of standard morality, one premised on the rejection of impersonal or scientistic procedure, this is not to commit either to the relativistic view that one moral argument is as good as the next. Both figures recognize the differences between respectable and non-respectable moral positions. What finds emphasis in critique, however, is the centrality of hopefulness in reaching moral agreement. While for Jürgen Habermas moral validity is premised on the hope of consensus among morally autonomous agents, for Cavell and Rorty it is the nature of such consensus – its very fragility and depthlessness – that stands in need of critical recognition. Cavell will link this fragility more generally to the nature of our lives in language. Rorty will emphasize its aesthetic and pragmatic aspects. The best we can hope for in moral deliberation, Rorty would urge, is the creativity and commitment to render idiosyncratic vocabularies as attractive as possible.

The figures part ways on the rationality of the moral. Moral argument is premised for Cavell on self-knowledge and self-definition, on making one’s moral claims intelligible and respectable to oneself and so to others. Structural similarities between Cavellian moral and aesthetic claiming are immediately obvious. From the subject perspective both practices are fraught with trepidation and risk as one admits the ever-perilous possibility of one’s claim – entered on behalf of one’s self – being directly repudiated or denied by another. For Rorty, of course, morality is not at all rational but is a matter of wider and deeper sympathy, of gradually coming to think of other people not as strangers but as fellow citizens of our liberal democracy. Another way he frames this point is by accentuating the conceptual differences between loyalty and justice. Our willingness to preserve our family and friends from cruelty is based on sentiment but this is not to say that a similar willingness on behalf of people we have never met mightn’t be similarly based. At the very least, our obligation to abstract others is more productively solidified not in appeal to universal reason but in coming to think of ‘one of them’ as ‘one of us’. Given its singular ability to foster such imaginative identification, Rorty thus recommends ‘the wisdom of the novel’.

In the negotiation in their work between the moral and the political the distance between Cavell and Rorty strikingly expands. Cavell’s perfectionism has a distinctly political twist with the progression from one self to the next directly allied to democratic advancement. As the married couple provides an allegory for political union, perfection and transformation of one’s self is shown to be internal to perfection and transformation of one’s community and society. In this allegorical picture Emersonian ‘Self-Reliance’ involves Emersonian ‘aversive thinking’; the examination of one’s soul in the presence of another entails a contestation of communal as well as personal institutions. For Rorty, famously, the realms of public and private are rigidly in separation. Aesthetic self-creation is central to the development of the ironist intellectual, a key member of the idealized liberal democracy, but aesthetic self-creation has absolutely nothing to add to public commitment. The demands of private sublimity (Cavellian ‘self-perfection’) and public solidarity (Cavellian ‘justice’) are equally legitimate yet forever incommensurable.

One might characterize Rorty’s liberal democracy as aiming to leave as much space as possible for personality or privacy. The figure of the ironist has world enough and time to pursue idiosyncrasies of ambition and desire with such pursuits conducted at a conceptual remove from communal responsibility or caring about others. The figure of the liberal is committed to a thwarting of public cruelty and so renounces all private practices ironic or redescriptive. Cavell’s perfectionist democracy, in contrast, brings public concern into the private realm. The self can only move to its next or aversive version in concert with its friend or exemplar. Here education and transformation are mutual processes. Moreover, as the authenticity and validity of a couple’s conversation is shown to determine the validity of their marriage, social or public institution is shown to be validated by personal relationship. Marriage is thus validated from the inside out, as it were, as Cavell upends the classic conception of romantic union finding legitimization in sanctioned processes of the state.

In his analysis of the re-marriage genre Hammer foregrounds Cavell’s public/private reversal. ‘[M]odern love can only be authenticated by the individual’s personal willingness for repetition,’ Hammer writes. ‘Neither the church, nor the state, nor even children – in short, none of the publicly acknowledged institutions and events set to provide continuity and legitimacy in people’s private lives – can remove that responsibility.’ Hammer then moves from observations of public/private negotiation to the politicization of the Cavellian ordinary. As the private realm is the locale where the individual tests and enacts her identity, and as the public realm is the locale to legitimize or to validate such private goings-on, one might say that politics is legitimized by the ordinary as Cavell conceives of it, that politics is legitimized by our everyday investments in language and in gesture. In Hammer’s terms, ‘the ordinary becomes eminently political’.17

As Hammer points out, Cavellian self-definition is essentially communal. I cannot work out my identity on my own as sometimes I need education or instruction from another (‘the figure of the friend’). At other times, though perhaps less often, I need to enact my identity at the level of community or society. A significant consequence of Hammer’s reading is the emphasis it places on political fragility and risk. If, for Cavell, politics is premised on the ordinary – grounded in human convention before intellectual certainty, rooted in the complex background against which our everyday judgements take place – then it demands of its participants the conscientiousness to respond. All that holds political life together is the identity formation and identity enactment of its engaged citizenry. This responsive and responsible collective appears radically at odds with the self-creating ironists of Rorty’s utopia.

 It is interesting that Rorty and Cavell understand the central trope of ‘irony’ in such different ways. Rorty’s irony recommends self-creation and self-fashioning. Always recognizing her own self as a product of contingency and social construction, the ironist is liberated into redescription and recreation. Proust, Derrida and Nietzsche, as Rorty’s ironist exemplars, are bound neither to intelligibility nor to representativeness and see no need for personal education or transformation for the greater good of a liberal community. Their ironist mantra is one of self-creation rather than self-discovery. One might say that Cavell’s irony involves not self-creation but negation of the self. Correlated with a false or debased perfectionism, irony in his Hollywood film melodramas leads to potentially false or misleading descriptions of the self demonstrating invariably the dominion of men over women. As Cavell writes of Ingrid Bergman in Gaslight, ‘The world of men, in its contradictions with itself, is destroying for her the idea and possibility of reality as such’ (CT, 50–1). If irony for Rorty is a liberating and enabling force, irony for Cavell is a contradicting and circulating power.

Rorty and Cavell are to be viewed closer together in their shared commitment to political values – their commitment to freedom and equality and self-determination via consent. That liberal societies in the West aim to protect their citizens from cruelty and injustice – to cultivate an environment of creativity and hopefulness and self-expression – is in many ways the intellectual drive behind Rorty’s and Cavell’s work. Rorty speaks in terms of ‘solidarity’ and ‘freedom from cruelty’ while Cavell is more likely to appeal to self/society ‘transformation’ and ‘perfect justice’. The democratic priorities of both philosophers are nevertheless in sync as both Cavellian perfectionism and Rortyan redescription are conceived as transformative processes never-ending and incomplete. Both philosophers are patriotic in their consideration of America as the nation best exemplifying the democratic promise.

For Rorty, democracy is ‘prior’ to philosophy in the sense that politics does not require or benefit from philosophical underpinning. Societies are tied together not by isolated metaphysical theory but by shared vocabulary and shared expectation. A tighter link between philosophy and politics is neither possible nor desirable. This attitude finds extended expression in the late writings on religion where Rorty follows Thomas Jefferson in urging religion as relevant to individual perfection but entirely irrelevant to social order. Rorty also follows John Rawls in urging philosophy as irrelevant to politics. In Rorty’s gloss on Rawls, the latter made philosophical discourses of human nature and private conscience entirely irrelevant to democratic practices. Rorty thus delineates in Rawls’s work the same radical break as in his own – the same radical break between private concerns of self-fashioning and public concerns of social solidarity and justice.

On the question of a philosophically informed politics, Cavell’s is a more complex case. It would miss the complexity of his later two books on Hollywood film to suggest that perfectionism is directly intended to provide a theoretical foundation or philosophical back-up for democratic politics. The re-marriage couples are more helpfully characterized as political figures or allegories in illumination of the perfectionist promise. Of course for Cavell, philosophy should never turn to the arts for mere examples or illustrations of its central points. His emphasis on Hollywood marriage as democratic union, rather, turns on the capacity of artworks to communicate a certain power or a certain necessity that cannot be captured by a complete or finished theory. This emphasis on exemplarity is borne out in Cavell’s characterization of perfectionism as a moral outlook rather than a theory and his marshalling of texts as diverse as Plato’s Republic and Ibsen’s A Doll’s House in this outlook’s exploration. Philosophy for Cavell does not underpin politics, exactly. Rather, philosophy is potentially instructive in its vision of an ideal form for politics to take.

There is an inseparability in Cavell’s work of the epistemological and the ethical/political. Both the Cavellian claim to knowledge and the Cavellian claim to political opinion are emphasized continuously as risky and fragile, everyday practices fraught with possibilities of disappointment. In this sense they are to be aligned, furthermore, with claiming in its aesthetic sense. Whether I claim a particular artwork as beautiful, a particular opinion as morally/politically valid or even my knowledge of another as certain and true, I do so in full recognition that my claim might be refuted. In all cases, my claim must be rooted in individual responsiveness and care. Though granting these structural similarities, Mulhall has nonetheless urged an important distinction between the Cavellian aesthetic and moral claim. Returning again to Cavell’s idiosyncratic take on the rationality of morality, Mulhall writes: ‘what seems to matter more to Cavell in aesthetics is the hope of agreement in conclusions, but what seems to matter more in morality is the hope of agreeing to disagree.’18

There is a holism to Cavell’s work which is distinctively modernist in its emphasis on the structural analogies between the epistemological, the practical and the aesthetic. In the opening essays of Must We Mean What We Say?, this holism is made explicit as Cavell compares his procedures first to The Critique of Pure Reason, then to The Critique of Practical Reason, and further to The Critique of Judgement (MWM, 13, 24–5, 96). For Rorty, of course, the realms of the practical and the aesthetic are all usefully detached. A number of influential critics, among them Simon Critchley, have nonetheless argued for the untenability of Rorty’s public/private schism. Arguing that there is in fact an ethical or public dimension to deconstruction, Critchley takes issue first with Rorty’s reading of Derrida as a private ironist. Emphasizing the influence of Levinasian ethics on Derrida’s late work, Critchley finds in deconstruction not only a promise of justice but a foundationalism ‘which cannot be pragmaticized’. In Deconstruction and Pragmatism he expands as follows:

[T]he undeconstructable condition of possibility for deconstruction is a commitment to justice, defined in terms of an ethical relation to the other, a response to suffering that provokes an infinite responsibility and the attempt to minimize cruelty. Thus, deconstruction is pragmatist but it is not pragmatist all the way down . . . at the basis of deconstruction is a non-pragmatist (or at least non-Rortyan) foundational commitment to justice as something that cannot be relativized, or at least cannot be relativized by ‘we liberals’.19

Derrida has intervened in the debate between Critchley and Rorty by inclining slightly to Critchley’s side. ‘Although irony appears to me necessary to what I do’, Derrida writes, ‘at the same time I take extremely seriously the issue of philosophical responsibility’ (81). As a counterpoint to the critique on Derrida, Critchley then challenges Rorty on the tensions in his own writings between liberalism and pragmatism. He asks whether Rorty’s commitment to social solidarity and the liberal democratic promise that ‘cruelty is the worst thing that we do’ is in fact in tension with the central tenets of his own pragmatism. Asks Critchley of Rorty: ‘Can pragmatism maintain a genuine and non-cynical commitment to liberalism and still remain pragmatist all the way down?’ (36). Perhaps predictably, Rorty counters that Critchley’s critique reveals his own entrenched commitment to metaphysics.20

It is clear from his contributions to Deconstruction and Pragmatism (published in 1996) that Rorty maintains the public/private split of Contingency as a central tenet of his pragmatist liberalism. Indeed, of Rorty’s middle and later work, the public/private split is undoubtedly the tenet most central and most contested. Self-creation is simply irrelevant to social solidarity; on this point Rorty refuses to back down. It is a central tenet of Cavell’s middle and later work that social solidarity can productively be addressed without the sacrifice of individuality. Indeed, for Cavell’s Emersonian perfectionism, self-knowledge is the foundation upon which community is built. On this substantive distinction, we are returned finally to Walker Howe’s Making of the American Self and encouraged to conclude that Cavell’s self/social interdependence places him firmly in Walker Howe’s tradition of American thinkers – a tradition for whom the deliberate structuring of the autonomous self is in fact essential to American democracy. Walker Howe identified the New England Romantics, Fuller and Thoreau among them, as the Americans of their time ‘most deeply committed to the processes of self-construction’, ‘who went far beyond the bounds of conventional attitudes in their reflections upon [the self]’.21 While Rorty doesn’t fit so neatly with this intellectual historical narrative, Cavell’s transcendentalist affinities fully bear themselves out at the ethical/political level.


Conclusion

We have seen throughout this book that the irony recommended by Rorty privileges creation over discovery and contingency over essentialism; it is a merry matter of ‘sitting loose’ to one’s current self ‘and hoping that one’s next self will be a little bit more interesting’.1 Rorty encourages us all to stop worrying about outdated and stultifying vocabularies, to drop the demand for epistemological excavation, to liberate ourselves into postmodernist plurality. Such cheerful pragmatism finds its contemporary counterbalance in the anxious romanticism of Cavell. Where Rorty is sprightly and light-footed, Cavell is sincere and always serious. At odds with Rorty’s liberating contingency, Cavell holds to a sophisticated essentialism where the moral perfectionism of individual and community is a matter of dedicated and steadfast striving. Returning ourselves through conviction and commitment to the everyday contexts of language and behaviour, to an ordinary now inflected as extraordinary, our lives for Cavell are pictured from the vantage point of a romantic and ongoing quest.

From the outset I have been suggesting that we think of Rorty and Cavell as ‘the ironist’ and ‘the romantic’. These intellectual categories allow us to think carefully through the figures’ important differences, help us to frame in new and nuanced ways institutional and intellectual motivations for writing on the topics and in the styles in which they do. Cavell’s romanticism is premised on the human, on the self, while Rorty’s irony negates any possibility of stable personhood. Irony is arch and detached while romanticism is serious and engaged. Irony presupposes a sharp break between realms public and private while romanticism endorses self-creation not only as an end in itself but as the very foundation for democratic and responsible community. As suggested in my opening pages, irony and romanticism both exceed these general descriptions as Rorty and Cavell both exceed irony and romanticism. It is at these same points of excess where the real work of comparison can be done, where the figures’ significant philosophical differences are shown to coexist with significant points of agreement.

Certainly in Rorty’s late writings there is a marked drive towards the romantic. In this context Richard Bernstein is one of the most prominent voices to draw attention to Rorty’s enlivening stress on imagination and self-creation. Though Bernstein’s positive assessment is later qualified with reference to the potential shortcomings of Rortyan redescription, he is moved nonetheless to insist on the philosopher’s ‘deep humanism’. Writes Bernstein of Rorty’s work: ‘[T]here is a dominant theme that emerges over and over again. There is nothing that we can rely on but ourselves and our fellow human beings. There is no outside authority to which we can appeal – whether we think of it as God, Truth, or Reality.’2 Partly as a riposte to those commentators that would berate Rorty as an ironist in the most detached and cynical senses of the word, Bernstein is keen to sharpen the romantic edges of neo-pragmatist liberal irony. Drawing on an extensive knowledge of Rorty as lifelong friend and philosophical interlocutor, he emphasizes again and again the latter’s characteristic concern for moral and political sensitivity, his humanistic appreciation of our responsibilities to each other.

Russell Goodman traces Rorty’s humanism to his earliest essays, placing him in a line of pragmatist philosophers (James and Dewey among them) with ‘strong affiliations’ to romanticism. Broadly speaking, Goodman emphasizes three aspects of Rortyan romanticism: an aesthetic emphasis on human creativity and imagination; a moral emphasis on ‘de-divinization’; and a political emphasis on opposition and anti-authoritarianism. From Contingency onwards, Goodman argues, there is a pronounced humanistic strand to Rorty’s work, an explicit identification of his neopragmatism with the romanticism of literary critics (M. H. Abrams and Harold Bloom), poets (Coleridge and Wordsworth) and philosophers (Nietzsche and Emerson). Goodman is particularly incisive when discussing towards the end of his article Rorty’s philosophical character or ‘flavour’. Focusing first on the Rortyan ‘ironic temperament’, its ‘cool thin romanticism’, Goodman concludes with an attention to those passages in Rorty ‘where something more direct and passionate can be glimpsed not far below the surface’. Like Bernstein in his defence of Rorty, Goodman cites ‘Trotsky and the Wild Orchids’, finding particularly in this autobiographical essay that Rorty’s romanticism warms up, that ‘the irony recedes, and we sense the anger, resolution, and natural piety that are also part of Rorty’s life and thought’.3 On Goodman’s reading, Rorty is sympathetic not only to the romantic but to the religious.4

That Cavell aspires to the ironic is more difficult to establish. Eldridge and Rhie have argued convincingly that the philosopher’s committed humanism measures the profound distance between his writings on literature and those of his literary-critical contemporaries. Completely out of sync with postmodernist innovation, Cavell’s engagements with literature are rooted in ideals of the human, the subject, the voice – in treating the words of the literary text as if they were spoken by real people in real situations. At issue always is an engagement with fictional characters that is fully responsive and responsible and such literary-critical intimacy is characteristically postponed by ironized or post-structuralist distance. Though Lacan, Foucault and Derrida are for Eldridge and Rhie the privileged counter-examples here, Rorty’s literary pragmatism (premised as it is on the thoroughgoing contingency of self, language and community) would serve equally well.

However, as Eldridge and Rhie are at pains to stress, Cavell’s humanism is not dependent on any sure or settled vision of the self. In his writings, ‘the human’, much like ‘the ordinary’, is not a category taken for granted but a goal in its difficulty standing constantly to be achieved. In recognition of scepticism and its destabilizing capacity, we must labour continuously to maintain meaningful relationships with language and with each other. We must labour continuously to recognize the ‘uncertain necessity’ of Wittgensteinian forms of life. If it is difficult to reconcile Cavell with the ironic attitude, then, one might nonetheless hear in his writings underlying notes of careful contingency – audible admissions of the human as somehow never settled, never finally secure. For Cavell just as much as Rorty, there is no fixed or final substrate underpinning our epistemological or moral lives.

I have proposed in this book’s five chapters that the interesting differences between Cavell and Rorty cannot be captured by philosophical analysis alone. There is much more to the figures’ dialogue than technical disagreement or epistemological divergence. Still, the philosophers’ differing takes on scepticism in many ways set the scene for a fruitful philosophical conversation. It is on the topic of scepticism that any direct engagement between Cavell and Rorty has taken place and it is on the topic of scepticism that Cavell and Rorty both achieved fledgling cultural fame. Cavell has always wished to take scepticism seriously, arguably more seriously than it has ever before been taken, while for Rorty scepticism as philosophically understood is not a cause at all for interest or worry. On the contrary, scepticism is the quintessential straw man of modern philosophy, invented in sustenance of philosophy’s very discourse and importance.

That for Cavell knowledge of other persons is a matter not of knowledge but of acknowledgement has been nicely glossed by Andrew Norris as ‘a turning within the epistemological rather than a (hermeneutic) replacement of it’5 and we are reminded in stark contrast here of Rorty’s stirring recommendation at the close of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature that the contemporary philosophical gaze shift productively away from epistemology and fully towards hermeneutics. Rorty, unlike Cavell, is suspicious of the very idea that any one philosophical problem is universal or perennial; for him problems nurtured by professionalized philosophy are always the product of a particular time and place. At stake in Rorty’s and Cavell’s disparate understandings of epistemology, in other words, are the very promises and provinces of the philosophical.

In the sustained engagements of The Claim of Reason Cavell delineates in rich detail traditional epistemological investigations and their persuasive force. Methodologically he is concerned here as elsewhere to get inside a particular philosophical problem, to understand as fully as possible why it is that philosophers argue on the topics and in the registers in which they do. Such diagnostic standards are of little concern to Rorty who particularly in the later work demonstrates a striking penchant for generalization and dismissal, a very particular knack for convincing his readership that the arguments of X or Y amount to pretty much the same thing and are simply not worth serious engagement. Though he will certainly come to regret the early excesses of this ‘Carnapian scorn’, Rorty is never really concerned to uncover the motivations (personal or psychoanalytical) for argument. His conception of self, language and community as thoroughgoingly contingent bars any properly philosophical consideration of the individual self in temptation or anxiety.

Pushing further on Cavell’s idiosyncratic engagement with professionalized (or not-so-professionalized) philosophy, in a late essay on Emerson he claims ‘an inheritance of philosophy that gives back life to the words it has thought to own – a language in which the traditional vocabulary of philosophy is variously brought to earth’ (ETE, 219). For Cavell, Emerson retains the vocabulary of philosophy but strips it of its claim to mastery. His writing shoulders a linguistic responsibility where every word bears a commitment to total meaning, where every word must affirm its own existence. Intimately linked by Cavell to the procedures of ordinary language philosophy, this emphasis on philosophy as linguistic affirmation underscores the philosopher’s vision that our use of language is always immediate and intimate. It is not a matter of knowing, of being fully assured of the logical essences of words, but a matter of attunement, of using criteria we know are open to refutation. In ways enthralling and exasperating, scepticism is thus conditional of our everyday lives in language for is only in recognition of our expressions’ fragility and disappointment that we are roused to linguistic and bodily responsiveness.

Cavell’s very distinctive philosophical-critical lexicon (acknowledgement, avoidance, disappointment, intimacy, intuition and tuition, redemption, the ordinary) develops in no small part from this transcendentalist/ordinary language recognition that our philosophical vocabulary stands in need of recovery. Writing of Emerson’s prose as the first in America to radicalize the Kantian revolution, ‘so that not just twelve categories of the understanding are to be deduced, but every word in the language – not as a matter of psychological fact but as a matter, say, of psychological necessity’ (QO, 38), and wishing in no small way to inherit this ambition for himself, there is a strong resistance in Cavell’s work to disciplinary discourse, a strong resistance to any parroted or taken-for-granted terminologies of philosophy. The characteristic weight and resonance of his preferred terms demonstrate instead a commitment to earning every day the meaning of what we say (at least in the sense that we deliberately, almost reverentially, choose our words) and a companion desire that the writing of philosophy might approach the poetic both in scope and ambition. Here we are alerted to yet another dimension of Cavell’s romanticism: his wish that philosophy and literature might be read and written ‘as if’ disciplinary separation had never taken hold.

It is interesting to compare Cavell’s philosophical-critical lexicon with the favoured terms of Rorty (conversation, redescription, narrative, contingency, irony, solidarity). Rorty is always keen to discourage too heavy a weight being placed on his chosen terms, always keen to puncture any readerly attempts to overly interpret or overly poetize his language. Asked in interview whether the concept of irony was for him ‘not simply a descriptive modality, but contains a subtle element of transgression’, he offers a deflationary response: ‘The kind of irony I have in mind doesn’t care about transgressing, because it doesn’t think there is anything to transgress. It is just a sort of attitude, the way you feel about yourself, a form of life.’6 Similarly in deflation of literary criticism in the pragmatist mode, Rorty claims narrative and the reading of literary texts merely as a matter ‘of reading them in the light of other texts, people, obsessions, bits of information, or what have you, and then seeing what happens’ (PSH, 144). Asked where in his work he might place existential themes such as death and anguish, he deflects: ‘I don’t believe that philosophy has one particular object. Some people spend a lot of time thinking about death, others about sex or money. I don’t think that one of them is more philosophical by nature than any other.’7

It is clear from these responses and more that language for Rorty is not something that needs to be carefully handled. It is not something that needs to be won back or redeemed. Undoubtedly linked to his linguistic naturalism (his Darwinian sense of sentences as ‘a series of marks and noises’ helping us straightforwardly to cope with the world), we simply do not find in Rorty’s writings the vulnerability of or the care towards language that is so arresting in Cavell’s work. Indeed, for all Rorty’s emphasis on rejuvenating language – on the deepening need to rework tired phrases and vocabularies and the centrality of the Bloomian ‘strong poet’ in a post-philosophical culture – it is arguable that Rortyan redescription is more effectively carried out in the writings of Cavell. To the extent that Cavell unsettles working philosophical vocabularies and fully commits himself to the vitality of an alternative philosophical lexicon, certainly he is the more ‘redescriptive’ of the pair. Of course, a very plausible explanation for Rorty’s failed aestheticism is that the adoption of a vocabulary new and innovative can only make political sense if strong connection is maintained with a vocabulary old and reliable. In the democratic spirit it is important always to be understood. This prioritizing of language’s communal over individually expressivist potentialities registers one of the primary differences between Cavell and Rorty as it gestures to a tension within Rorty’s own work: a tension between Rorty the strong poet, innovator and creator of new vocabularies and Rorty the strong politician, voice of downbeat pragmatism and folksy common sense.

Cavell will link his stress on the individually expressivist to our responsibilities more generally to each other. As Richard Shusterman argues, writing for Cavell is not merely the setting down of arguments and ideas ‘but a deeply personal, deeply ethical work of self-critique and self-transformation’. It is a challenging, a stretching, of one’s actual self. As Shusterman continues, ‘if one challenged his ‘aversive’, difficult style as an obstacle to democracy’s egalitarian aims, Cavell might counter that an imposed accessibility or easy style would be false to the struggle for self-knowledge and self-transcendence that is equally central to democracy’s project’.8 Such are the perfectionist underpinnings of the philosopher’s seemingly tortured and seemingly uncompromising prose.

In stark contrast Rorty speaks his mind in everyday English, in the idiomatic Americanism easily recognizable as his trademark. Throwing Cavell’s figurations and qualifications into welcome relief, Rorty’s flowing prose captures his own understanding of democracy, his own willingness to connect himself fully with reflective readers. As Robert Westbrook writes, ‘In casting his hopes in an American idiom, Rorty has assumed the mantle of what Michael Walzer has called the “connected critic”. Such critics eschew an Olympian, transcendent perch from which to criticize their own particular culture, in favour of an imminent stance within the moral life of their culture.’9 With his political writings in particular cultivating the persona of cultural critic before academic philosopher, Rorty wants always to be understood, wants always to appeal to a general as well as a philosophical readership. Bernstein frames this appeal with reference to Rorty’s vision of the good society as one where we will ‘play’, ‘where there is a non-violent tolerant celebration of our capacities for making and self-creation, where we would abandon the “spirit of seriousness” and no longer think it important to hold positions about “Truth”, “Objectivity”, “Rationality” and so on’.10

It is arguable that Rorty’s public/private split weakens any real potential for robust social criticism, prohibiting as it does transformation of society premised on transformation of self. In this understanding concrete political institutions always depend on the metaphysical categories Rorty is so keen to slough off and his disassociation of politics from philosophy is, on this model at least, fully untenable.11 But Rorty’s defenders will insist that for all his emphasis on irony and play he is in the final analysis more politically participative than Cavell. Certainly in his prolific output of the 1990s and early 2000s Rorty engaged fully with political institutions and issues of his time, pushing particularly hard on the implications of pragmatism for human rights and global justice.12 As detailed by Neil Gross, Rorty made specific proposals in The Nation, in particular, ‘in favour of campaign finance reform, universal health care, and the more equitable financing of primary and secondary education’.13 As the grandson of Social Gospel theologian Walter Rauschenbusch, and the son of anti-Stalinist sympathizers James Rorty and Winifred Rauschenbusch, a commitment to social justice was no doubt inscribed from his earliest days. Rorty not only proposed but enacted a constant political engagement and certainly to this extent he seems the more activist of the two.

The flip side of this argument is that Cavell’s writings on democracy are more postures than thought-out positions, that his existentialist readings of Wittgenstein and Emerson lead in the final analysis to a kind of limited individualistic philosophy – a romanticism in the very worst senses of the word.14 Espen Hammer captures this critique well. On Cavell’s perfectionist account, Hammer writes, ‘the political, since it extends to the most intimate moment of literary self-authentication, stands in danger of losing the specificity it enjoys in the classic Aristotelian view. Political participation risks becoming arbitrary, an aestheticized leap into a self-indulgent concern with individual purity, thus losing its responsiveness to the commitments that political activity (as opposed to aesthetic activity) enacts.’15 True, Cavell expresses little interest in political issues or institutions or in the workings of American economic or socio-economic policy. Apart from his dialogue with John Rawls, his engagement with contemporary political theory is minimal. On this point, however, Andrew Norris is again incisive, pointing out with reference to Foucault, Judith Butler and Alasdair MacIntyre that Cavell is hardly alone ‘in being more interested in political subject formation than rules of governance’.16 That for Cavell there is no limit to the political, that politics is premised on the self as well as the self/other negotiation and is as such elaborated in the everyday luminosity of our happiness and its constant pursuit, should not be taken as deliberate disinterest in the workings of economy or state. It is, rather, a recognition of personal relationship both as test and foundation for the public sphere.

For all his attraction towards literature and culture, it is interesting that Cavell is never moved to insist that philosophy as a discipline has run its course. Rorty, on the other hand, is probably the most influential proponent of a post-philosophical ‘literary culture’. While both agree that the idea of philosophy as a professional discipline should be unsettled, Cavell’s dissatisfaction prompts a more internal, a more modernist, critique. Cavell does not categorically reject academic philosophy; rather he admits to a ‘career-long wish’ for his work ‘to be answerable to professional philosophy’ (PDT, 210), wishing to see his own procedures as ‘the genuine present of the impulse and the history of philosophy, so far as that present takes place in our (English-speaking) public intellectual life’ (TS, 32). In this context Paul Jenner has made the attractive point that Cavell ‘would have his own writing as counting for, if perhaps not exactly counting as, analytical philosophy’.17 In other words, Cavell’s is a deliberate continuation of analytic philosophy even if this continuation is advanced in a reflexive as well as a respectful spirit. Meanwhile, one could view Rorty’s philosophical procedures as concerned less with continuation than with transformation; as Cavell describes them in Themes Out of School, Rorty’s procedures are fully ‘external’ to the discourse they would undo (TS, 197).

If one poses an internal and the other an external critique, I would offer that Rorty and Cavell come together in their appreciation of philosophy and cultural criticism. Colin Koopman offers a loose explanation of cultural criticism as ‘the quite plausible idea that somebody trained in philosophy can make a wider contribution to his or her culture by way of leveraging their learning toward discourses . . . that are of wider significance than those circumscribed by professionalization’.18 Certainly Rorty and Cavell’s writing styles, not to mention their metaphilosophies and idiosyncratic investments in literature and film, demonstrate obvious commitment to cultural criticism as Koopman conceives of it. Both seek an unsettling of philosophy as disciplinary discourse and an opening of philosophy as advanced cultural reflection. Again, however, the motivating differences are subtle. Rorty wishes to collapse philosophy into cultural criticism (or ‘cultural politics’, in the title of his final book), while Cavell wishes to view cultural criticism as inherently philosophical.

Particularly interesting about this cultural critical turn is the encouragement it gives us to think about Cavell and Rorty in terms of a little broader than those offered by Anglo-American analytic philosophy as currently practised. Paul Jay’s Contingency Blues: The Search for Foundations in American Criticism offers a particularly helpful framework here.19 Engaging with the so-called ‘legitimation crisis’ of modernity and perceiving two distinct and reactionary strands of contemporary cultural critical discourse (according to Jay, the first strand is preoccupied with contingency, with the uncertain grounds of our knowledge; the second strand is preoccupied with legitimacy, with a return to ‘experience’ and the ‘actual’) Jay argues for a line of Emersonian American criticism characteristically in oscillation between poles pragmatist and transcendentalist. In his assessment, temptation towards either pole is profoundly problematic. Using Rorty, Stanley Fish and Barbara Herrnstein Smith as exemplary ‘poststructuralist pragmatists’ and Giles Gunn, Richard Poirier and Peter Carofiol as exemplary ‘literary Emersonians’, Jay makes the compelling case that contemporary American criticism is in fact characterized by a debilitating case of postmodernist ‘contingency blues’, doomed endlessly either to empty rehearsal or to antiquated denial. In his own words: ‘The first set of critics do not get us very far beyond the original legitimation crisis of modernity, since they give us only ever more nuanced and sophisticated redescriptions of theoretical problems inherited from philosophers like Kant and Nietzsche. The second set of critics also fail to resolve this crisis because they fall back on an anachronistic version of transcendentalized pragmatism, one that remains wedded to a completely discredited kind of foundationalism.’20

Given the philosopher’s comprehensive engagement with American cultural thought, one animated more than anything by the contradictory impulses of Emerson, it is noteworthy that Jay in his account isn’t inclined at all to make room for Cavell. Presumably, if he were so inclined, he would place Cavell in opposition to Rorty and in sympathy with the literary pragmatism of Poirier et al. Undoubtedly comparable to Cavell’s Emersonian scepticism, Poirier is concerned with a school of American writers nervous about the truth-value of literature and resorting in their language use ‘to continuous troping, turning, transforming, transfiguring’.21 In In Quest of the Ordinary, Cavell seemingly concurs with Poirier’s picture of Emersonian linguistic scepticism. Here he acknowledges that for Emerson ‘our relation to our language – to the fact that we are subject to expression and comprehension, victims of meaning – is a key to our sense of distance from our lives, our sense of the alien, of ourselves as alien to ourselves, thus alienated’ (QO, 40). It is crucial to clarify, however, that this acknowledgement of alienation announces for Cavell not Emerson’s pragmatism but his transcendentalism. In Emerson’s recognition of distance Cavell unearths the transcendentalist promise of intimacy, the transcendentalist encouragement that our words – although they are distant – might yet be returned to us in all their clarity and in all their resonance. If Cavell’s Emerson is worried about language, he is worried more about our capacities, as users of language, to communicate meaningfully with each other. 

This distance between Cavell and Poirier, just as much as the distance between Cavell and Rorty, alerts us to Cavell’s potentially reconciliatory role in Jay’s intellectual historical account. My argument here is that Cavell’s romanticized scepticism, especially when viewed through the lens of Cavell’s Wittgenstein and the uncertain necessity of his forms of life, offers an edifying alternative to the contingency blues as Jay diagnoses them in Rorty and in others. This is an alternative fully cognizant of the perils of anti-foundationalism yet fully recognitive of the limits of humanism at least in its essentialist or anachronistic forms. As we have seen throughout this book, Cavell is characteristically at pains to acknowledge the difficulties and disappointments attending our everyday lives in language, characteristically at pains to foreground the daily grind of scepticism and its undermining force, but in face of these same difficulties and disappointments what he counsels continuously is not denial but internalization, not avoidance but acknowledgement, in unremitting pursuit of a romanticized if difficult ordinary. In Cavell’s story we are near or next to the things of this world and this nextness leaves us neither blue nor triumphant. It leaves us, simply, fully dependent on each other. In the end, whether one sides with Rorty or Cavell probably comes down to one’s own understanding of the ordinary. One might endorse the liberal ironist as fully equipped to deal with the social and political realities of twenty-first-century America or trust the perfectionist romantic that America remains always new, always unapproachable.
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