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Introduction: Philosophy after the Fall

What would be its [philosophy’s] office if it ceased to deal with the problem of reality
and knowledge at large?

—John Dewey, The Quest for Certainty*

In his Realism with a Human Face, Hilary Putnam says that he is “often asked just where
I disagree with Rorty.” I am often asked the converse question. We are asked these
questions because we agree on a lot of points that a lot of other philosophers do not
accept.

— Richard Rorty, “Putnam and the Relativist Menace™?

During the latter part of the twentieth century, Hilary Putnam and Richard Rorty maintained a
series of attacks upon some of the central tenants of traditional philosophy. In particular they
attacked its foundationalist approach in which epistemology, theories of knowledge, were
thought to ground all philosophical disciplines both moral and metaphysical. Emerging from the
analytic tradition, Putnam and Rorty’s chief concern was that traditional philosophy’s
foundationalist epistemology presupposed a particular picture of language’s relationship to the
world — respectively described as “Metaphysical Realism” or “representationalism” — by which
our basic “Truths,” qua the most indubitable knowledge, somehow corresponded to reality “as it
really is.” Rorty and Putnam joined forces in rejecting this thesis as either “impossible” or
“unintelligible,” denying that language could have this type of relationship to the world. In so
doing they began to untie the links which traditional philosophy assumed between truth and the
world, and hence between philosophy’s traditional enterprises and any possibility of discovering

eternal and universal knowledge about that world.

1 John Dewey, The Quest for Certainty, Henry Holt, New York, 1938; cited in “Nature in
Experience” by John Dewey himself in his “Nature in Experience,” within John Dewey, On
Experience, Nature and Freedom: Representative Selections, ed. Richard J. Bernstein, Bobbs-
Merrill, Indianapolis, 1960, 253.

2 PRM, 443; Putnam quotation from RHF, 20.
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The impact of this critique has not only been to bring traditional philosophical theories into
question, but also to challenge the very status of the philosophical discipline itself as a social
enterprise. If philosophy can neither explain how “the world really is” nor buttress the
epistemological status of those disciplines which do, then we are drawn to ask what role it can
play within our culture. Both Rorty and Putnam have come to call this questioning of traditional
philosophy, a form of “pragmatism.” This label reflects both consonance with and a debt owed
to fellow fringe-dwellers — the classical American pragmatists — particularly William James and
John Dewey.* Specifically, Rorty and Putnam adopt the classical pragmatists’ rejection of the
correspondence theory of truth, and the challenges that Rorty and Putnam wage upon traditional
philosophy draw upon the classical pragmatists’ calls to reorientate philosophy from its
theoretical attempts to discover foundational truths to the practical tasks of solving contextual
problems. In drawing upon the work of the classical pragmatists, Rorty and Putnam also see their
work as a development upon it in two main ways. First their work incorporates, and as Rorty
argues even culminates, analytic philosophy’s “Linguistic Turn,” leading to the replacement of
the classical pragmatists’ discussion of “experience” with that of “language.” Secondly, in a
post-Kuhnian framework Rorty and Putnam also reject the idea that an authoritative and distinct
“scientific method” could be described and play a central normative role in the evaluation of

philosophical claims.”

® Despite recently claiming a large inheritance from classical pragmatism, and calling his own
position “pragmatic realism” during the nineties, Putnam appears to have at least denied being a
“pragmatist” in name. Ruth Anna Putnam, in discussing Hilary’s work in “Taking pragmatism
seriously,” states: “But Hilary Putnam has said in recent lectures, ‘I am not a Pragmatist.” He is
not a pragmatist, he says, because he rejects the pragmatist theory of truth.”” James Conant and
Urszula M. Zeglen, eds, Hilary Putnam: Pragmatism and Realism, Routledge, London, 7.

% James and Dewey are prominent within both Putnam and Rorty’s works, although Putnam
favours James, and Rorty favours Dewey. Both philosophers are less enthusiastic about Charles
Peirce, although Putnam holds him in some esteem: see, “Peirce the Logicism,” in RHF, 252-
260. See also, Cheryl Misak in her edited The Cambridge Companion to Peirce, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2004, 47. Rorty, however, has consistently dismissed the value of
Peirce for contemporary pragmatist needs. See, PRI, 720: “[H]is contribution to pragmatism was
merely to give it a name, and to have stimulated James” and held just the foundationalist Kantian
assumption, “that epistemology or semantics could discover [such foundations], against which
James and Dewey reacted.”

® See PSH, 35. See also Barry Allen, “What Knowledge? What Hope? What New Pragmatism?”’
in William Eggington and Mike Sandbothe, eds, The Pragmatic Turn in Philosophy:
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Broadly speaking, these might be seen as the points upon which Rorty and Putnam agree but

"® They reflect a mutual critical orientation

which “a lot of other philosophers do not accept.
towards traditional philosophy that both think has devastating and far-reaching consequences.
The precise nature of this critique and the implications drawn, however, are a matter of complex
debate between Rorty and Putnam. Rorty often cites Putnam as a close philosophical ally,
proclaiming Putnam to be the leading contemporary pragmatist,” whose conception of
philosophy is “almost, but not quite, the same” as his own.® Putnam, however, is uncomfortable
with this association and has tried to distance himself from Rorty over a number of years. What

Putnam has variously described as Rorty’s “relativism,” “irrationalism” and “deconstructionist”

tendencies, undermine the “realistic spirit” which Putnam has attempted to retain.’

For many commentators, the debate between Putnam and Rorty crystallises many of the key
issues plaguing analytic philosophy at the end of the twentieth century. It is of prima facie
interest because both Putnam and Rorty not only have turned upon the analytic tradition from
within but also attempt to transcend some of its diagnosed limitations. As a result on the one
hand, their conflict is concerned with important moves within the analytic tradition such as the
re-emergence of pragmatism and its relationship with contemporary naturalism,*° the distinctions
between modern correspondence and deflationary/disquotational theories of truth, and more
generally the cumulative ramifications of the internal critique of analytic philosophy which runs

through Wittgenstein, Quine, Sellars and Davidson.'! On the other hand, their debates reflect a

Contemporary Engagements between Analytic and Continental Thought, State University of
New York Press, Albany, 2004, 151.

°PRM, 443,

"PSH, xxvii. Also in PAR Rorty states: “Putnam is one of the most important contributors to
contemporary pragmatism” in the footnote on 2.

8 «Solidarity or Objectivity?” in ORT, 24.

° Putnam adopts the term “realistic spirit” from Wittgenstein via Cora Diamond. See, Putnam’s
use of Diamond throughout his later works, especially SNS and WL; Cora Diamond,
Wittgenstein, Philosophy, and the Mind, MIT Press, Cambridge, 1995, 39-72; and, Wittgenstein,
Ludwig, Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics, ed. G. H. von Wright, R. Rhees and G. E.
M. Anscombe, tr. G. E, M. Anscombe. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1961, 201-2.

19 This is the focus of Joseph Margolis in his work, Reinventing Pragmatism: American
Philosophy at the End of the Twentieth Century, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 2002.

1 Rorty would highlight these figures more than Putnam.
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growing concern with issues both beyond and questioning the traditional limits of analytic
philosophy. Both philosophers attempt to escape the ongoing realism—antirealism controversy
but disagree as to the value of the realist intuitions that remain, both philosophers challenge the
status of the traditional metaphysical and epistemological projects which analytic philosophy
presupposes but disagree as to how best deal with their ancient problems, and both philosophers
envision some rapprochement between analytic and continental philosophy but disagree about its
extent.' In short, both Putnam and Rorty are clearly distinguishable within the contemporary
philosophical landscape for their rejection of the correspondence theory of truth and its
concomitant forms of representationalism. Their debate, however, is of all the more interest in
investigating some of the most important issues of twentieth century analytic philosophy from

this distinct, (neo-)pragmatist position.™

This thesis attempts to looks at the debate between Putnam and Rorty dynamically across its
twenty-year expanse, from the points at which both Putnam and Rorty turned against traditional
analytic philosophy in the mid-seventies until their latest references to one another within Ethics
without Ontology and Philosophy and Social Hope. Such a study is important because Putnam
and Rorty’s views have changed distinctively over the years, often as a result of their debate, and
although there is much written on the status of their debate within the early nineties, little has

been written subsequent to important late developments in both philosophers’ works.

In chapter I, I examine Putnam’s perennial charge that Rorty is a “relativist.” Pace most
commentators, | argue that this battleground is a quagmire between Putnam and Rorty that
should be avoided. Neither accepts the traditional philosophical framework in which the charge
of relativism, traditionally construed, makes sense, and thus Rorty, in particular, cannot be
labelled a “relativist” on his own terms. In chapter II, however, I argue that at the heart of
Putnam’s critique of Rorty is not a charge of relativism, but rather “methodological solipsism.”

Despite this reformulation of Putnam’s argument, however, Rorty still evades this charge

2 For example see Rorty’s CIS, EHO and PSH; and Putnam, “Why Is a Philosopher?”” in RHF.
13 Both philosophers generally aver the use of the term “neo-pragmatist,” although it has be
pressed upon them by a range of critics. See for example David L. Hildebrand, “The
Neopragmatist Turn,” Southwest Philosophy Review, 19(1), 2003, 79-88. Rorty does use the term
sparingly in PSH, for example see 24.
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because of a strict distinction that he makes between the discipline of “philosophy” and other

usages of language within life.

Chapter 111 completes the chief task of this thesis — to find solid ground upon which Rorty and
Putnam’s views can be evaluated against one another. I claim that this ground resides within
their metaphilosophy, asking what philosophy’s relationship is or can be with the rest of culture.
Perhaps, most important within this objective is the elucidation of two notions that have only
developed later in Putnam and Rorty’s works but integral to their mature approaches. The first,
developed in Chapter II, is Putnam’s notion of “unintelligibility”” — a norm that Putnam develops
out of both the early and later Wittgenstein, which he seeks to “pragmatise.” The second is
Rorty’s notion of a “vocabulary,” developed in Chapters I and 111, which is at the heart of
Rorty’s articulation of philosophy as a distinct discipline, but is only defined within his own
work as the inheritance of a multiplicity of sources. Utilising these notions on the
metaphilosophical battleground, I argue that Rorty’s notion of philosophy as itself a vocabulary
becomes unintelligible when explaining its relationship with other co-existing disciplines: such
as science, religion, politics and ethics. For this reason, | ultimately follow Putnam in arguing
that philosophy’s role after the Fall of correspondence, and traditional philosophy, is a

therapeutic role examining the limits of disciplines from within their own practice.
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Chapter I: Realism and Relativism

Introduction: Metaphilosophical Responsibility - The Value of Good Old Commonsense

Is there no middle way?

—Hilary Putnam, Realism with a Human Face™*

Amidst the regular and sometimes dramatic changes within his work, Putnam’s dismissal of
Rorty as a relativist has been, perhaps, his most consistent stance. In spite of Rorty’s strenuous
denials, Putnam has explicitly sought to distance his views upon truth and warrant from Rorty’s
throughout their exchange.™ In particular, despite acknowledging Rorty’s more nuanced form of
relativism, “ethnocentrism,”*® Putnam has persisted in arguing that Rorty’s views remain
“simultaneously a misdescription of the notions we actually have and a self-refuting attempt to
both have and deny an ‘absolute perspective.””!’ By this Putnam means that Rorty both fails to
be responsible to our commonsense conceptions of truth and warrant, and also, unsuccessfully,
attempts to justify this deviation by using the same strategy as the traditional Metaphysical
Realist — by attempting to take a point of view both within and outside one’s own language at the
same time.*® The fervour with which Putnam has defended his distance from Rorty betrays the
threat which Putnam believes Rorty, and his alleged relativism, present to his own “middle way.”
With both their positions being cast as alternatives to traditional Realism, through their mutual
rejection of the “correspondence theory of truth,” Rorty represents the excesses in which many
non-Realists have indulged, bringing their own alternative frameworks into self-parody. Putnam
believes that the excesses of such “irresponsible relativism” have undermined the important

opportunity open to philosophy to offer a viable alternative to traditional metaphysics and

 Putnam, RHF, 26.

1% From his first “internal realist” examination of truth within RTH, 216, until his latest
instalment of “commonsense realism” within EWO, 121-122.

1% Rorty, as Putnam acknowledges, rejects the term “relativist” although in “Solidarity or
Objectivity?” in ORT, he does describe ethnocentrism as a “form of relativism,” but only to
distinguish it form more traditional conceptions, 23.

" Putnam, RHF, 26.

18 «Relativism, just as much as Realism, assumes that one can stand within one’s language and
outside it at the same time” RHF, 23.
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epistemology, and have encouraged the “reactionary metaphysics” of many other contemporary
analytic philosophers.'® For Putnam, both these approaches aver the path of commonsense and
threaten the “possibility of a philosophical enterprise that men and women of good sense can

- 20
take seriously.”

On this basis, Putnam has defended various forms of small “r” realism throughout the latter part
of the twentieth century after abandoning his own initial big “R” scientific Realist position.?*
Due to these changes, Putnam’s realism has frustrated definition in terms of a set of specific
theses, but it does reflect a general orientation towards the task of philosophy.?? It reflects his
general sense of philosophical responsibility.? Specifically, as a general approach to the

9924

“Question of Realism™“" - i.e. the nature of language’s relationship to the world - Putnam’s

19 SNS 447. See also Putnam’s “Preface” to RHF, ix: “Rortian relativism cum pragmatism fails
as an alternative to metaphysical realism. Rorty’s present ‘position’ is not so much a position as
the illusion or mirage of a possible (if unbelievable) position from a distance, but which
disappears into thin air when closely examined. Indeed, Rorty’s view is just solipsism with a
‘we’ instead of an ‘I.”” See also, “Why Reason Can’t be Naturalized” in RR, 236: “And if I react
to Professor Rorty’s book with a certain sharpness, it is because one more ‘deflationary’ book,
one more book telling us that the deep questions aren’t deep and the whole enterprise was a
mistake, is just what we don 't need right now.”

20 Here Putnam is specifically discussing positivism as a form of Metaphysical Realism and
Rortian Relativism, in “Why Is a Philosopher?” RHF, 106.

2! putnam advocated what he called “Scientific Realism” until his Presidential Address to the
Eastern Division of the APA in 1976, “Realism and Reason” in MMS. In this paper he
denounced his Scientific Realism as “incoherent” and “collaps[ing] into unintelligibility,” MMS,
126. Having renounced Metaphysical Realism, of which Scientific Realism is a version, Putnam
has moved through internal, pragmatic and commonsense (or direct or natural) realism. Note in
“Comment on Tadeusz Szubka’s paper” within James Conant and Urszula M. Zeglen, eds,
Hilary Putnam: Pragmatism and Realism, Routledge, London, 2002, 125: Putnam states that he
agrees with Austin that “direct realism,” as a term is unfortunate and prefers “commonsense
realism.”

22 This orientation both recurs throughout his work and also helps to explain the constant
development and re-development of his position(s). As James Conant says in his “Introduction”
to WL, xiv: “Thus, if there is a single over-arching doctrine—a single teaching under which
underlies every essay here—it would be that one’s ability to make progress in philosophy
depends, above all, on one’s continuing willingness to reexamine the grounds of one’s
gg}lilosophical convictions.”

Burton Dreben makes the same point in terms of Putnam’s relationship with Quine — Putnam
the “Girondist” and Quine the “revolutionary.” See, Burton Dreben, “Putnam, Quine — and the
Facts,” in Philosophical Topics, 20 (1), 1992, 296.

WL, 295.
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realism reflects a responsibility to our “commonsense view” that we can talk both of and about
the “world” around us without recourse either to either Metaphysical Realism or relativism.? As

he states in his Dewey Lectures - the most official account of his current position:

If, as | believe, there is a way to do justice to our sense that knowledge claims are
responsible to reality without recoiling into metaphysical fantasy, then it is important that
we find a way. For there is, God knows, irresponsibility enough in the world, including
irresponsibility masquerading as responsibility, and it belongs to the vocation of the

thinker, now as always, to try to teach the difference between the two.?®

This idea of philosophical “responsibility,” appears ambiguous to Rorty. Insofar as we might ask
to whom we must be responsible within a discourse, Rorty is quite willing to admit that we ought
to be responsible to our given community through the practice of ethnocentric “solidarity.”
Putnam’s rejection of such a position as “self-refuting relativism,” however, leaves Rorty asking
to whom further we might be responsible other than ourselves, without appealing to the
Metaphysical Realists’ “God’s-eye point of view.”’ As such, Rorty sees Putnam’s resurgent
commitment to “commonsense” as an unfortunate throwback “to pre-Hegelian attempts to find

something ahistorical to which philosophers may plead allegiance.””® For Rorty, the

2

25 SNS, 447. In “Question of Realism,” at WL 303, Putnam defines his “common sense realism’
as “the realism that says that mountains and stars are not created by language and thought, and
are not parts of language and thought, and yet can be described by language and thought.” He
also relies heavily upon common sense in his last exchange with Rorty in RRRJ. In MFR, 70,
Putnam states “What is wrong with relativist views (apart from their horrifying irresponsibility)
is that they do not at all correspond to how we think and to how we shall continue to think.”
Most importantly the return to a kind of “naive realism” is not just of perception but also
conception. See also, SNS, 489.

26 SNIS, 446. Putnam, therefore, characterises his own progression from his first non-Realist
position, “internal realism” to his current “commonsense realist” position as the story of various
attempts to resolve the problems emerging from holding onto this commonsense view.

2" More broadly, the two types of responsibility here might be drawn between the “moral”
responsibility that Rorty feels we owe to our own communities (not itself transcendent of that
community but reflecting that communities values and beliefs) and some form of “epistemic”
responsibility that appears to appeal to “getting things right,” beyond.

28 Rorty, Response to RRRJ, 90.
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commonsense “realist intuitions,” which Putnam is so eager to preserve, are just the type of

intuitions that we should reject.?

Rorty does not attempt to answer the traditional philosophical problems and questions over
which Putnam’s commonsense presides, but rather to dismiss the very “vocabulary” in which
they make sense. He dismisses this vocabulary on two fronts: first, he contends that it has never
created “problems” for “commonsense” outside of the esoteric discipline of philosophy anyway,
so Putnam’s reactionary alarm ought to abate;** and secondly, that like all vocabularies, the
questions and problems of traditional philosophy are neither universal nor eternal, but rather are
as contingent as our culture.®! Thus, the only norm tying us to one vocabulary as opposed to
another is its usefulness to our equally contingent purposes. On this basis, Rorty thinks that since
traditional philosophy has so obviously failed to either be useful or show hope of usefulness,*
we should be free to move on from these traditional issues to a more useful pursuit, a pursuit that
tends to reject the value of old problems and their commonsense, in favour of new

“vocabularies” which are creative, metaphorical, and imaginative. Rorty calls this new approach

2 This interaction it most clearly brought out in Putnam and Rorty’s most recent printed
exchange within Brandom, Robert B., ed, Rorty and His Critics, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford,
2000. In RRRJ, 83, Putnam discusses how the moral of Ayer and Quine’s failure to preserve
“sense-data” is that “to preserve our commonsense realist convictions it is not enough to preserve
some ‘realist’ sentences: the interpretations you give those sentences, or, more broadly, your
account of what understanding them consists in, is also important. Rorty, however, has never
claimed to be a realist.” As Putnam goes on to note, however, in the following footnote, 87: “In
the course of discussion in June 1995, Rorty declares that ‘commonsense realism is just as bad as
metaphysical realism — one leads to the other,” and ‘That’s the part of common sense we have to
get rid of.”” For the Rorty’s rejection of “realist intuitions™ see the “Introduction” to CP. See also
PAA.
*RRRJ, 88.
31 “There is nothing deep down inside us except what we have put there ourselves,” CP, x1. On
this basis Rorty rejects the prevalence of Putnam’s common sense realism both horizontally and
vertically. He rejects that people outside of the confines of traditional philosophical problems
have convictions either “realist” or “phenomenalist,” and asserts that “Such convictions are
opinions on specialised, recondite topics.” As he states in his Response to RRRJ, 88: “What
Putnam calls ‘preserving our commonsense realist convictions’ seems to me merely a matter of
not letting the fact that non-ordinary descriptions are available prevent us from using ordinary
puposes” ) . .

In PSH Rorty is more circumspect, xxii: “[I]t would be better for pragmatists to say simply
that the vocabulary in which the traditional problems of Western philosophy were formulated
were useful at one time, but are no longer useful.”
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to philosophy (and its new vocabulary) “anti-representationalism,” in contrast to the old
vocabulary of philosophy that he calls “representationalism.” This terminology arises from
Rorty’s fundamental claim that the chief error of traditional philosophy is that its vocabulary
presupposed that our claims to “Truth” and our descriptions of “Reality” must, somehow, derive
from language representing the world. For Rorty, therefore, Putnam’s philosophical
“responsibility” to the commonsense of realism reflects not good philosophy but rather old

philosophy: an enterprise which he thinks has “run its course.”*

The conflict between Putnam’s persistent realism and Rorty’s alleged relativism, therefore,
forms the nucleus of their twenty-five year debate. Ostensibly, at stake is the status of truth and
warrant within a post-correspondence context. More fundamentally, however, as this thesis will
go on to examine, at issue is the very possibility of philosophical practice that cannot itself
appeal to being universal Truth, and the relationship that such an activity ought to have with the
rest of culture qua “commonsense.” In this chapter, I address Putnam’s charge of relativism in
order to orientate this debate within the general context of contemporary analytic philosophy.
Section 1 demonstrates that Putnam’s charge of relativism is parasitic upon his archetype of
contemporary philosophy — Metaphysical Realism. By contrast, section 2 argues that Rorty’s
proposed “pragmatism” and “anti-representationalism” attempt to shift the grounds of debate
away from this traditional philosophical framework. And, sections 3 and 4 elucidate how this
new framework generates an “ethnocentric” account of truth and justification that consistently
avoids regressing into the old framework of Realism and relativism. The purpose of this chapter,
therefore, is neither to vindicate Rorty nor reject Putnam outright, but rather to demonstrate that
Rorty avoids the immediate charge of relativism formulated in the traditional vocabulary that he
rejects. Any philosopher that hopes to meet Rorty on his own terms must shift the grounds of

debate; and, as I will argue in Chapter 11, this is what Putnam (to his almost unique credit) does.

81 Realism and the Correspondence Theory of Truth

%% See Paul D. Forster, “What Is at Stake Between Putnam and Rorty?” in Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research, 52 (1992) 585-603.
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As an account of truth and warrant, relativism is traditionally formulated as the main alternative
to Realism’s “correspondence theory of truth.” Arguments for forms of relativism are generally
borne out of polemical arguments against traditional Realism, and arguments against traditional
Realism are most often derided by Realists as “relativistic.” Putnam and Rorty, however,
frustrate this traditional characterisation of the philosophical landscape in that, on the one hand,
both reject Realism’s “correspondence theory of truth” but, on the other hand, strenuously deny
being relativists. Both philosophers therefore, can be seen as arguing for two ways in which this
position might be viable, but they also reject elements of each other’s position as regressing back
into the traditional Realist/Relativist dichotomy. The focus of this chapter is Putnam’s persistent
charge that Rorty is committed to a form of relativism that is, like all forms of relativism
according to Putnam, inescapably “self-refuting.” Before moving onto looking at this charge
specifically, however, because the charge of relativism is formulated within a traditional
philosophical framework it might be useful to briefly sketch how terms such as “Realism,”

“Relativism” and the “correspondence theory of truth” are being used within this debate.

“Realism,” with a big “R,” is generally used by both Putnam and Rorty to reflect the
philosophical position which Putnam calls “Metaphysical Realism.”** At heart, this position
incorporates two main metaphysical theses about the world or “Reality.” First that “there is—in a
philosophically privileged sense of ‘object’—a definite Totality of All Real Objects;” and
secondly, that there is “a fact of the matter as to which properties of those objects are the

intrinsic properties and which are, in some sense, perspectival.” % According to Putnam, in

% Orientating Putnam and Rorty’s debate between the two horns of Realism and Relativism is
much more Putnam’s way of picturing the philosophical terrain than Rorty’s. Rorty prefers to
establish the debate as between the vocabularies of representationalism and anti-
representationalism. 1 will discuss this and the impact these different orientations have below.
For the time being, however, it is useful to start with Putnam’s orientation because it is the point
of view from which he characterises and criticises Rorty, and it is vital to understanding these
criticisms on his own terms. Rorty also, unlike Putnam, is a little more willing to accept the
terms of Putnam’s language (especially in explicitly co-opting Putnam’s arguments against
Metaphysical Realism for his own).

%% “That nature of the machinery varies from metaphysician to metaphysician (from Plato’s
forms to Aristotle’s substances, to Descartes vortices in a substantial space plus minds, to
Hume’s ideas, to modern materialists’s points in a four-dimensional space-time plus sets; but
what is common to all versions of this more metaphysical realism is the notion that there is—in a
philosophically privileged sense of ‘object’—a definite Totality of All Real Objects and a fact of
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various forms, these two theses underlie metaphysics from Plato to the modern materialists. They
characterise what Putnam calls the “metaphysical fantasy” of a “totality of ‘forms’ or
‘universals’ or ‘properties’ fixed once and for all.”*® As Rorty emphasises, they also characterise
the idea of a “mind-independent reality.”*” Within the work of these metaphysicians, however,
these metaphysical theses stand in complement with an epistemological thesis as two sides of the
traditional Realist’s coin. This accompanying epistemological thesis, the “correspondence theory
of truth,” is that true “philosophical” knowledge is knowledge of this metaphysical world, and
thus that the truth of such beliefs or statements is a result of some sort of “correspondence” with
this reality.® As Michael Devitt and Marian David have stated, strictly speaking Metaphysical
Realism and the correspondence theory of truth are independent claims. In practice, however, for
any Realist who wishes to claim that our beliefs can be about this mind-independent reality,

Realism and correspondence are inextricably linked.*

Drawing these metaphysical and epistemological theses together, the metaphilosophical task of
the traditional philosopher, is to attain the appropriate perspective from which he can relate the

one true nature of reality — in essence an absolute, or divine “view from Nowhere.”*° Central to

the matter as to which properties of those objects are the intrinsic properties and which are, in
some sense, perspectival.” “The Question of Realism,” WL, 303. See also SNS 466 — “The
metaphysics of realism traditionally included the idea that there is a definite totality of all objects
(in a sense of ‘object’ that was imagined to have been fixed, at least in philosophy, once and for
all) and a definite totality of all ‘properties.”” SNS also addresses these two theses in turn as
arguments for sense-data in SNS.

%SNS, 448.

37 Putnam has come to aver discussing “mind independent” reality because it is “unintelligible”
for reasons discussed in Chapter II. See, “Question of Realism,” in WL.

% As a semantic thesis, this means that every possible meaning of a word corresponds to one of
the “forms” or “universals” or “properties,” above: SNS, 448.

%9 Gary Gutting has an excellent short discussion of Devitt and David’s point within “Rorty’s
Critique of Epistemology,” in Charles Guignon and David R. Hiley, Richard Rorty, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2003, 59.

40 “[The] whole content of Realism lies in the claim that it makes sense of a God’s-Eye View (or,
better, of a ‘View from Nowhere’)” Putnam, RHF, 23. See also, SNS 460. Note also the phrase
“View from Nowhere in particular” is from Nagel’s. Putnam states in RAR, 109: “The important
thing, it seems to me, is to find a picture that enables us to make sense of the phenomena from
within our world and practice, rather than to seek a God’s-eye view.” See also, Conant in WL,
xxiv. The important point to draw from this picture is that, within the traditional framework,
“reality” as a metaphysical concept and “truth” as an epistemological concept are inter-defined —
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this task is to outline the precise process of reasoning by which we might reach such knowledge
by defining our methods of “rational justification” as given by “something like a list or canon.”*
This traditional conception of justification (or “warrant” as Putnam prefers to call it)*? seeks to
explain how we might first understand or hold one set of basic premises to correspond to reality
and then move to other true conclusions, which also correspond to reality. In this way, traditional

Metaphysical Realism lends itself to traditional epistemological foundationalism.*

The paramount task, implied by Epistemology and Metaphysics, of searching for a basic set of
foundational premises has lead within analytic philosophy to the hypostatisation of science as the
paradigm of knowledge. Most Realists take science as the discipline which is most likely to
exemplify the canons of justification, through the application of logic, and carve the World at its
joints,* explaining how things really are. Insofar, as other areas of human “knowledge” —
particularly moral and aesthetic — appear to resist the possibility of “commensuration,” which
traditional epistemology demands, most contemporary “Scientific Realist” theories also rely on
sharply dividing scientific discourse from these other “soft” disciplines. These other disciplines
are also taken to reflect our contingent needs, beliefs and practices, which must be purged from

reality is conceived in a fashion capable of “true” objective description, and “true” objective
description is characterised as corresponding to this reality. Putnam characterises this overall
picture of traditional philosophy — its metaphysical, epistemological and metaphilosophical
aspects — as “metaphysical realism.”

* RTH, 105. For Rorty on the connection between epistemology and metaphysics, see PMN,
334-5.

“2 See RHF, 21, with respect to Dewey’s distinction.

* See RTH and RHF. Within PMN, 315-7, Rorty gives a clear account of the centrality
epistemological foundationalism and its presumption of commensurability, i.e. that all objects
and rules of a given inquiry are “able to be brought under a set of rules which will tell us how
rational agreement can be reached on what would settle the issue on every point where
statements seem to conflict.” Epistemology, as opposed to hermeneutics, therefore assumes a
logos, the discovery of a method of commensuration: PMN, 319-20. This critique of
foundationalism is targeted at both rationalist and empiricist strands of philosophy.

* David Lewis, “Putnam’s Paradox” Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 1983, 227-8: “Among
all the countless things and classes that there are, most are miscellaneous, gerrymandered, ill-
demarcated. Only an elite minority are carved at the joints, so that their boundaries are
established by objective sameness and difference in nature. ... Physics discovers which things
and classes are the most elite of all; but others are elite also, though to a lesser degree.”
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the neutral and ahistorical scientific account of how things “actually are.”* In this way, the
metaphilosophy of Metaphysical Realism has a double premise: it must not only establish the
possibility of correspondence through science, but also explain the possibility of separating

science from other discourses.*®

Metaphysical Realism — as a metaphysical, epistemological and metaphilosophical thesis —
represents for both Putnam and Rorty the apotheosis of traditional analytic philosophy. As lan
Hacking wonders, however, it is uncertain whether any actual philosopher has held all these
theses together at the one time.*’ Rather than characterise Metaphysical Realism as one end upon
the “spectrum” of philosophical positions, as it is often pictured, I would present Metaphysical
Realism as the constellation of many different positions that have defined themselves in a variety
congruent ways. As a result Metaphysical Realism does not contrast with one alternative but
many positions on different issues, including anti-realism, idealism, pragmatism, and relativism.

In turn, each of these alternatives to Metaphysical Realism contrast against or complement each

% See, Bernard Williams as a contemporary example, whose belief in a “God’s-Eye point of
view” (Putnam’s term) is the hope to “represent the world in a way to the maximum degree
independent of our perspective and its peculiarities.” Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of
Philosophy, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1985, 138-9. See Rorty’s discussion in PAR
at 2.

“® putnam and Rorty reject both these premises: the coherence of correspondence, and the
possibility of separating science from our contingent practices as defined by other discourses.
Rorty in PMN, 332-3: “To sum up the line I am taking up about Kuhn and his critics: the
controversy between them is about whether science, as the discovery of what is really out there
in the world, differs in its patterns of argumentation from discourses for which the notion of
‘correspondence to reality’ seems less apposite (eg. politics and literary criticism). Logical-
empiricist philosophy of science, and the whole epistemological tradition since Descartes, has
wanted to say that the procedure for attaining accurate representations in the Mirror of Nature
differs in certain deep ways from the procedure for attaining agreement about ‘practical’ or
‘aesthetic’ matters.” As Rorty states in PAR at 2: “Anti-pragmatist writers such as Williams
believe that ‘there is clearly such a thing as practical reasoning or deliberation, which is not the
same as thinking about how things actually are. It is obviously not the same. ... > Williams,
Ethics, 135. See also Rorty, “Is Natural Science a Natural Kind?” in ORT 46.

" But as Barry Allen notes, many of Putnam’s contemporaries, including Richard Boyd, Michael
Devitt, Hartry Field, Jerry Fodor, Saul Kripke, David Lewis, Thomas Nagel, John Searle and
Bernard Williams are “amazingly close.” See, Barry Allen, “Critical Notice of Hilary Putnam:
Realism With a Human Face and Renewing Philosophy” in Canadian Journal of Philosophy,
24(4), 1994, 667.
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other by what parts of the Realist picture they accept or reject.*® Within the context of this thesis
the traditional alternative of “relativism” is important because it is the part of this landscape that
Putnam most often uses to define himself in opposition to Rorty. In order to evaluate this
criticism, however, it is important to first orientate Rorty’s position on truth and warrant within
the context of the other “alternative” terms that he uses to define himself against the traditional

picture of philosophy: pragmatism and anti-representationalism.
82 Pragmatism and Anti-representationalism

Rorty’s most general term of self-description is “pragmatist.” He does not usually associate
“pragmatism” with a particular set of theses, but rather uses it as a family-resemblance term to
group himself with other analytic philosophers who oppose the mainstream tradition of
“epistemology-centred” philosophy.* For Rorty, the term “pragmatism” plays the dual role of
crediting the classical American pragmatists James and Dewey as originators of this critique, and
also of characterising the progress and development of this critique through philosophers such as
Kuhn, Quine, Davidson, Wittgenstein, Sellars and Putnam.*® This is not to say that any of these
later philosophers would necessarily identify themselves as “pragmatists.” “Pragmatist” in this
second sense really demarcates Rorty’s own teleology: retelling the contributions of these
philosophers within a narrative that culminates in his own, self-proclaimed “pragmatist”

position.

Insofar as Rorty does attempt to attribute a common position to these philosophers he terms them

. . . 1
‘‘antl-representatlonahsts.”5

Just as “pragmatism” is defined in opposition to the epistemological
tradition, “anti-representationalism” is the mutual rejection, by the pragmatists, of the

“representationalist” vocabulary that Rorty thinks has underpinned traditional philosophy from

%8 1t also means that philosophers, such as Putnam and Rorty who openly hope to reject
traditional philosophy itself appear to invite all such “alternative” labels.

“ PRI, 719.

%0 In “Introduction: Pragmatism and post-Nietschean philosophy,” in EHO, 3, Rorty refers to
Quine, Punam and Davidson qua “linguistified pragmatists.”

> | use the technical term that Rorty develops from PAR through to TP. In his latest, more
populist work, PSH, Rorty uses the term “Anti-Platonist.” In elucidating the notion technically
within the footnotes he still uses “anti-representaitonalist.”
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Plato onwards. Its critique also provides the link between the pragmatists and other “anti-
Platonists” within the continental tradition such as Heidegger, Sartre, Gadamer, Derrida and
Foucault.” Despite the evident centrality of anti-representationalism to Rorty’s views, however,
it has not received much attention within the critical literature. Instead Rorty’s views on

29 ¢¢

“pragmatism,” “ethnocentrism” and “solidarity”” have been much more central to contemporary
debate. A possible reason for this state of affairs is the ease with which these ideas have been
construed as (negative) positions upon traditional philosophical issues: respectively upon

epistemology, truth and warrant, and objectivity.>®

Rorty’s anti-representationalism, on the other hand, is more difficult to orientate. Putnam, at best,
has addressed anti-representationalism as Rorty’s position upon the traditional analytic issue of
intentionality qua the possibility of language “representing” the world.> This is to orientate
Rorty with respect to “the Question of Realism” and the traditional debate between realists and
their opponents. And indeed, Rorty has described anti-representationalism somewhat in these
terms, as “the attempt to eschew discussion of realism by denying that the notion of
‘representation’ or that of ‘fact of the matter,” has any useful role in philosophy.”>® Such a
characterisation lends Rorty’s anti-representationalism the image of being an alternative to

Metaphysical Realism. As Rorty continues, however:

Representationalists typically think that controversies between idealists and realists were,
and controversies between skeptics and antiskeptics are, fruitful and interesting.
Antirepresentationalists typically think both sets of controversies pointless. They
diagnose both as the results of being held captive by a picture, a picture from which we
should by now have wriggled free.*®

*2 PSH, xix.

>3 Even if this is not Rorty’s intention.

> Putnam, within “Question of Realism,” in WL.

*ORT, 2.

%% ORT, 2-3. As Rorty elaborates within PSH, xxii, “Pragmatists hope to break with the picture
which, in Wittgenstein’s words, ‘holds us captive’ — the Cartesian-Lockean picture of a mind
seeking to get in touch with a reality outside of itself.” In describing Davidson’s anti-
representationalism, PSH, fn 24, 43: “what is involved is not a positive thesis, but simply the
abjuration of a particular picture which has held us captive — the picture | have called (in the
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Anti-representationalism is not a position on the “Question of Realism,” rather it is a rejection of
the vocabulary within which such traditional “questions” and “problems” are formulated. This
vocabulary is the “representationalist” vocabulary sustained by traditional Platonic distinctions
between appearance and reality, matter and mind, made and found, sensible and intellectual, etc.:
what Dewey called “a brood and nest of dualisms.”®’ These distinctions sustain the problems
about which realism and its alternatives equivocate, and Rorty argues that insofar as the
vocabulary of these problems is contingent, so are its problems.® As a consequence, anti-
representationalism is not best described as an alternative (among many) to Metaphysical
Realism, but rather as an alternative to the vocabulary in which the traditional oppositions

between Realism and, anti-realism, idealism and relativism make sense.

Rorty’s bold claim to leave all these traditional oppositions behind has generally invited other
analytic philosophers to uncharitably re-define him back within these oppositions against his
will.>® The title of “relativist” has been the most important label to refix upon Rorty because its
title would undermine any of Rorty’s attempts to argue for the rest of his philosophy. Rorty’s
opponents have hoped that by undermining his account of truth and justification, they might cut
short Rorty’s justificatory flight from the other traditional epithets, and hence the norms of
traditional philosophical debate. As I argue below, however, Rorty’s account of truth and

justification — “ethnocentrism” — does not so much as support the rest of his philosophy, but

introduction to my Objectivity, Relativism and Truth) ‘representationalism,” and which Michael
Williams (whose work I discuss below) calls ‘epistemological realism.””

> Dewey’s term cited by Rorty, in PSH, xii.

%8 “[TThe question of the nature of the problems which the Greeks, Descartes, Kant and Hegel
have bequeathed to us, lead us back around to the distinction between finding and making. The
philosophical tradition has insisted that these problems are found, in the sense that they are
inevitably encountered by any reflective mind. The pragmatist tradition has insisted that they are
made — are artificial rather than natural — and can be unmade by using a different vocabulary
than that which the philosophical tradition has used. But such distinctions between the found and
the made, the natural and the artificial are, as | have already said, not distinctions with which
pragmatists are comfortable. So it would be better for pragmatists to say simply that the
vocabulary in which the traditional problems of Western philosophy were formulated were
useful at one time, but are no longer useful.” PSH, xxii.

% Critics consistently attempt to reframe Rorty as an “antirealist,” using a “pragmatist theory on
truth,” as a “Kuhnian idealist,” or as a “post-modernist,” all of which Rorty has explicitly
rejected.
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rather stands in a relation of mutual interdependence. In short, if, as I claim, Rorty’s
ethnocentrism is consistent with the rest of his anti-representationalism, the emphasis of our
debate must shift away from the issues of truth, justification and relativism, and onto areas where
Rorty might create internal inconsistency — within his account of language and his explication of
the term “vocabulary.” In this way, I attempt not to beg what Rorty has called the “central
question,” i.e. “the utility of the vocabulary which we inherited from Plato and Aristotle,”®® but
rather to shift the exegetical emphasis on to the issues of what Rorty could even mean by this

“vocabulary.”
83 Ethnocentrism and VVocabularies

Ethnocentrism is Rorty’s anti-representationalist response to the traditional pressure to provide a
theory of truth and warrant.®* 1t is the claim that “there is nothing to be said about truth or
rationality apart from descriptions of the familiar procedures of justification which a given
society — ours — uses in one or another area of inquiry.”®* As Paul Forster notes, it is easy to read
“ours” as an endorsement of radical relativism.® This would be to interpret ethnocentrism as a
positive theory about the meaning of truth and warrant as relative to (our) cultural norms of
justification. As Rorty himself remarks, however, “a theory according to which truth is simply
the contemporary opinion of a chosen individual or group ... would of course be self-refuting.”®

Rorty’s anti-representationalist, on the other hand, “does not have a theory of truth, much less a

relativistic one.” Instead, the anti-representationalist is:

0 PSH, xviii.
®! This distinguishes Rorty from previous anti-metaphysicians such as Quine, who sought to
provide successor disciplines, and the logical positivists who simply narrowed the discipline.
02 Rorty, ORT, 23. See also CP, xI, “there is nothing deep down inside us except what we have
g?}lt there ourselves.”

Forster, “What Is at Stake Between Putnam and Rorty?” 588.
*PRM, 24.
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[M]aking the purely negative point that we should drop the traditional distinction
between knowledge and opinion, construed as the distinction between truth as

correspondence to reality and truth as a commendatory term for well-justified beliefs.®

This distinction between a negative position and a positive theory is at the heart of understanding
how Rorty hopes to justify his own anti-representationalist vocabulary without appealing to the
very traditional picture of truth and warrant that he is attacking.?® In this section, | argue that
Rorty’s picture of language as a set of evolving vocabularies allows him to make the distinction
between positive theses given within a vocabulary and a negative thesis proffered as the internal
critique of an old vocabulary in favour of a new one. In this way, Rorty can distinguish his

negative ethnocentric position from the positive relativist thesis.

Rorty’s account of truth and warrant relies upon a picture of language that is largely inspired by
three sources: Thomas Kuhn’s discussion of scientific rationality, Wittgenstein’s account of
“language-game,” and the internal thread of the analytic tradition running from Quine and Sellars
through to Davidson.®” Within Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty proposes the
distinction between “normal” and “abnormal” discourse as a generalisation of Kuhn’s distinction
between “normal” and “revolutionary” science. Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions
characterises “normal” science by the possibility of commensuration.®® It is the practice of
solving problems within an agreed-upon “paradigm” or “disciplinary matrix,” where this is

understood to include a framework of justificatory conventions established by the relevant

% ORT, 23-4. As such, Rorty claims, the realist critic should not interpret ethnocentrism as
simply “one more positive theory about the nature of truth,” which would be self-refuting. Rather
ethnocentrism does not offer a theory of truth, much less a relativistic one.

% For Rorty anti-representationalism is a “purely negative position,” PSH 43.

®7 This chapter downplays the influence of the classical pragmatists on Rorty’s account of truth
and justification because the issue at hand is the relationship that Rorty sees between truth,
justification and language. i.e. post-linguistic turn. Further, it is part of Rorty’s own revisionist
pragmatism that he should re-read the classical pragmatists with the benefits of the linguistic
turn.

% Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of the Scientific Revolutions, 2" enlarged ed., University of
Chicago Press, Chicago, 1970. The influence of Kuhn upon his work is explicit within PMN,
discussed within “Is Natural Science a Natural Kind” within McMullin, Construction and
Constraint, and, although references to Kuhn have droppoed out of his work, are re-affirmed in
“Thomas Kuhn, Rocks and the Laws of Physics” within PSH.
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Community.69 Rorty extends this conception of “normal” science to all forms of discourse, and
within his later works comes to use the term “vocabulary” or “language-game” to describe the
agreed upon justificatory frameworks used within various areas of culture, ranging from poetry
to morality, religion to pop culture.”® This expansion of Kuhn’s concept draws upon
Wittgenstein’s likening of language to a set of games rather than a process of representation. In
Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein seeks to wrest us free from the representationalist
picture of language, by presenting the multiplicity and irreducibility of “language-games.”"*
Most importantly, for Rorty, Wittgenstein treats our use of alternative “language-games” or

“vocabularies” (Rorty’s term) like the use of alternative tools, manipulated for our own aims and

purposes. '

Utilising the picture of language as a multiplicity of different “normal discourses,” “language-
games” or “vocabularies,” the anti-representationalist can quite easily give a sociological account
of truth and warrant by recounting the conventions of truth and warrant within each discourse.
For example, true statements within mathematics might be given by a small number of axioms;
the truth of physical hypotheses might be given by a select number of fundamental principles;
and, theological commitments might be derived from sets of canonical beliefs. Each vocabulary
has its own rules of commensuration which provide an account of truth and warrant within its

operation.”® Such an account of truth and warrant does not require any theory about the notions

% Within Kuhn’s description of a “normal science” such conventions include: “standardised and
widely accepted texts and formulations; a tacitly agreed-upon sense of what is real; agreement
about what questions are worth asking, what answers make sense, and what criteria of
assessment are to be used; and a background of shared practices and skills that have become
second nature for a particular group.” Charles Guignon and David R. Hiley, “Introduction:
Richard Rorty and Contemporary Philosophy,” in Guignon, Richard Rorty, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2003, 14-5. See fn 9.

% See, “The contingency of language,” in CIS, 3-22.

™ Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, tr. by G. E. M. Anscombe, Blackwell
Publishing, Malden, 2001, §7: “I shall also call the whole, consistency of language and the
actions into which it is woven, a ‘language-game’” See also, §23.

2 Rorty, CIS, 11-13. See Rorty, EHO, 3: Wittgenstein’s idea of “Sentences and tools™ also
separates the “pragmatism” of the post-Nietzschean philosophers and himself.

® By “commensurable,” Rorty means that all statements within a given linguistic framework can
be subsumed under rules which would tell us how to reach rational agreement upon every point
where such statements appear to conflict. The possibility of commensuration does not dictate that
everyone must ultimately agree, but rather that everyone would apply the same rationality in
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themselves, but simply their use within a given context. Following Quine and Davidson’s
application of Tarski, this is a purely sociological exercise, the arena of the “field linguis‘c.”74
Contemporary “minimalist” theories of truth such as Davidson’s hold that this is all there is to
say about truth. As Davidson states, “A theory of truth is an empirical theory about the truth
conditions of every sentence in some corpus of sentences.”” As a consequence the philosopher’s
job is done when they have explained how to detect a certain pattern of behaviour, i.e. the pattern

of behaviour exhibited in the truth theory for a certain language.

The sociological account of truth and warrant within “normal” discourse appears to be
incomplete, however, because it does not explain the change and reform of vocabularies
themselves. Within Structures, Kuhn describes the introduction of a new “paradigm” of scientific
explanation as “revolutionary science.”’’ In contrast to the stability of normal science,
revolutionary science proposes a new set of justificatory conventions upon which most people do
not agree. Generalised beyond science by Rorty as “abnormal” discourse, such discourse
proposes not a new set of results within the old vocabulary, but rather a new vocabulary. This
picture prompts two inter-related questions: on what basis do we choose between vocabularies

and which vocabulary, if any, is true?

order to reach agreement. Epistemology, therefore, can be conceived as the discipline by which
we attempt to define these rules of universal commensuration — to delimit the very structures of
our “universal” rationality. See PMN 316 and PSH, xvi.

" Davidson, Quine, Rorty and Brandom all follow Tarksi in their own ways. Tarski’s work is of
course to do with truth. When 1 talk about a sociological account of justification | mean simply a
complementary account of sentences taken to be justified, and the patterns of inference they
appear to make with other sentences taken to be justified. The tension between Rorty’s attempts
to give a sociological account of truth and justification and Davidson’s attempts derive from a
shift in Rorty position. As Rorty states within his “Response” to Brandom in Rorty and his
Critics, 184: “Brandom says that I ‘strenuously resist the possibility of decoupling truth from
practices of justification’. I used to resist this, until Davidson showed me how to render the
decoupling harmless by making ‘true’ unanalysable.” Putnam explicitly criticises the
disquoational approach in “Does the Disquotational Theory Solve All Problems?” in WL, 264-
278.

& Rorty’s citation of Davidson within TP, 23-24. See also Donald Davidson, Truth and
Predication, Belknap Press, Cambridge, 2005, 49. See also Rorty in “Response” to Brandom in
Brandom, Rorty and his Critics, where he states that now accepts that we can have a theory of
truth, contrary to his previous positions: 184.

’® Rorty on Davidson, TP, 24.

" PMN, 320.
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Casting this picture of language within the traditional framework of Philosophy, these questions
shape a second aspect to an account of truth and warrant. This is the task, usually given to
epistemology, of delimiting the bases upon which we might decide between vocabularies.”® This
includes both the decision to adopt changes vertically within disciplines (eg. the move from
Aristotelian to Newtonian to Einsteinain physics), and the decision made horizontally to
prioritise the vocabulary of one discipline (eg. science) over another (eg. theology). These
vocabularies, in turn, create the relevant sociological truth conditions above. Within traditional
Philosophy, epistemology hopes to achieve this aim by delimiting the very structures of our
“universal” rationality.”® On this basis, epistemology not only allows us to choose between
vocabularies, but also hopes to explain why they are true or justified by providing a theory of
truth and warrant: i.e. statements are true in virtu of their Correspondence to Reality, or justified
because of their compliance to the Canons of Justification. Metaphysical Realism is the most
prominent contemporary attempt to achieve this aim, and it takes the development of the

sciences as its paradigm of rationality.

Within Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty rejects this project of epistemology.?’ Rorty
generalises the argument that Kuhn makes against the possibility of providing such a neutral
justificatory framework for theory change within the sciences. Kuhn’s “incommensurability
thesis” claims that we cannot provide the neutral vocabulary necessary to facilitate
commensuration between paradigms such as those of Aristotle and Newton. As a consequence, it

is impossible to assess two such vocabularies against one another utilising the norms of truth and

'8 Traditional epistemologists would not necessarily adopt Kuhn and Wittgenstein’s picture of
language, however, this second aspect still characterises their primary account of the norms.

¥ PSH, xvi. Epistemology is the hope of uncovering “permanent neutral frameworks,” PMN
315. As Rorty states, “the dominating notion of epistemology is that to be rational, to be fully
human, to do what we ought, we need to be able to find agreement with other human beings,”
PMN 316.

80 Rorty’s target is not simply the Metaphysical Realist but the whole tradition of “epistemology-
centred” philosophy that he identifies as going back to Descartes. Within his later work, Rorty
stresses that the fundamental representationalist belief in the reality-appearance distinction,
which lies behind epistemology, goes back to the Greeks, and forms the framework of Descartes’
thought: PSH, xvi, xx.
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warrant.®! By questioning commensuration between scientific vocabularies, Kuhn strikes at the
very heart of the Metaphysical Realist’s paradigm of rationality. Rorty expands this critique to
the rest of culture, rejecting epistemology and its language of metaphysics as an attempt to
provide such a neutral vocabulary. He also draws upon the work of Quine, Gadamer and
Davidson, in order to both buttress and repair elements of Kuhn’s argument with respect to

possible idealist and relativistic consequences.®

Without universal commensuration between vocabularies, Kuhn and Rorty reject the possibility
of a neutral standpoint from which we might evaluate reform (as the changing of vocabularies).
As a consequence, Rorty’s objective is not to offer an alternative account of inter-vocabulary
rationality but rather to show how we might do without any such account at all. Although we
might render our reforms “rational” by Whiggish descriptions of our changes from the standpoint
of a particular vocabulary,® he describes this reform itself in terms of two inter-related

metaphors. On the one hand, following Wittgenstein vocabularies are not theses to be evaluated,

8 Rorty did seek to distance himself from Kuhn’s idealism. Kuhn thought there was no way of
giving a mutually acceptable description, Rorty doesn’t necessarily hold this, only that
justificatory practices would incommensurable. See Gary Gutting, “Rorty’s Critique of
Epistemology,” in Guignon, Richard Rorty, 47-8.

82 With respect to idealism, see PMN, 324-5, and with respect to relativism, Donald Davidson
“On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical
Association 17, 1973-4, 5-20, reprinted in the collection of Davidson’s essays, Inquiries into
Truth and Interpretation, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1984. Rorty also refers to Davidson
in defence of Kuhn, ORT 24-5. Rorty also hopes to demonstrate the value of utilising analytic
philosophy to “retrofit” classical pragmatism. See, CSE, 42: “The idea that brilliant innovators
reshape the object rather than merely predicating different attributes of it is a theme common to
Dewey and Kuhn, but the problem for both has been to put this idea in a non-idealistic way, one
which admits that the objects are there before the minds come along, and remain what they were
while being known.”

8 Rorty initially thought we could study this process in “hermeneutics™: “[H]ermeneutics is the
study of an abnormal discourse from the point of view of some normal discourse—the attempt to
make some sense of what is going on at a stage where we are still too unsure about it to describe
it, and thereby to begin an epistemological account of it. The fact that hermeneutics inevitably
takes some norm for granted makes it, so far forth, “Whiggish.” But insofar as it proceeds
nonreductively and in the hope of picking up a new angle on things, it can transcend its own
Whiggishness,” PMN 320-1. Hermeneutics has dropped out of Rorty’s works by the mid-
eighties, however. For example in ORT, 27 he simply states: “To say we think we’re heading in
the right direction is just to say, with Kuhn, that we can, by hindsight, tell the story of the past as
a story of progress.”
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but tools to be used for specific purposes.®* On the other hand, our purposes and tools do not stay

constant, but develop parasitically in a way best described as evolutionary in character:

[I]n the process of playing vocabularies and cultures off each other, we produce new and
better ways of talking and acting—mnot better by reference to a previously known
standard, but just better in the sense of that they come to seem clearly better than their

predecessors.®®
84 Positive Relativism and Negative Ethnocentrism

Within the Kuhnian-Wittgensteinian framework, to adopt Rorty’s terminology, a positive thesis
IS a position within a given vocabulary. It uses the distinctions and justificatory conventions
bequeathed by the vocabulary to put forward a theory. Such a theory might claim to be warranted
or true given the vocabulary, and competing positive theses proffered within the same
vocabulary can be evaluated against one another on the basis of being commensurate. A negative
thesis challenges a particular vocabulary in favour of a new one. We might delineate two aspects
to such a challenge. First, a negative thesis demonstrates problems internally within an old
vocabulary in hope of making such a vocabulary unattractive through features such as self-
contradiction, absurdity or uselessness.®® Secondly, a negative thesis offers a new vocabulary
which proffers itself on its own new terms, and may Whiggishly explain away the problems of
the old vocabulary by its own standards. The picture of vocabulary change offered by a negative
thesis, therefore, purposely bucks against the claim of being “rational” in a traditional sense — the
sense in which rationality demands commensuration between competing theories. As Rorty

states, however:

We pragmatists reply [to the Platonic critic] that if that were what rationality was, then no

doubt we are, indeed irrationalists. But of course we go on to add that being irrationalist

8 See Robert Brandom on this point, “Vocabularies of Pragmatism,” within Brandom, Rorty and
his Critics, 159.

8 CP, xxxvii.

8 Skepticism, for example, might be seen as a method of drawing Cartesian epistemological
foundationalism into absurdity.
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in that sense is not to be incapable of argument. We irrationalists do not foam at the
mouth and behave like animals. We simply refuse to talk in a certain way, the Platonic
way. The views we hope to persuade people to accept cannot be stated in Platonic
terminology. So our efforts at persuasion must take the form of gradual inculcation of
new ways of speaking, rather than straightforward argument within old ways of

speaking.®’

In this way a negative thesis does not aim to argue that a new vocabulary is true, but rather that it
is a more useful way of speaking, a more useful tool. This distinction between positive and
negative theses can be applied to relativism and ethnocentrism, divorcing the latter from the
former’s self-refuting status. Relativism is a positive thesis about truth and warrant within the
vocabulary of traditional epistemology.®® It distinguishes itself from the positive Metaphysical
Realist position by claiming: first, that the Realist search for universal and set forms of
justification is frustrated by the fact that our reasons are relative to our own “conceptual
schemes” which can vary either between individuals or communities; and secondly, that truth is
also relative and thus cannot amount to “correspondence” to a single “mind-independent”
reality.® Truth (and warrant), therefore, can only be identified relative to someone or something.
For example, the statement “‘Snow is white’ is true” is equivalent to “‘Snow is white’ is true-for-

X,” where X is the relevant person (or community) holding the belief.

87 pSH, xix.

8 Basic relativism, as Putnam and Rorty both agree, can be defined as “the view that every belief
is as good as every other.” (ORT, 23; PRI 727.) They also agree that this position is self-refuting,
for it appears to be “obviously” contradictory to simultaneously both hold a point of view and
hold that no point of view is better or worse than any other. See, RTH,119: “That (total)
relativism is inconsistent is a truism among philosophers. After all, is it not obviously
contradictory to hold a point of view while at the same time holding that no point of view is
more justified or right than any other?” Joesph Margolis, however, claims to be rebutting this
point in Reinventing Pragmatism. More sophisticated versions of relativism, however, are
generally presented as accounts of the meaning of the norms which we typically use to hold that
some views are better or worse than others. As Putnam notes in EWO 121, relativists do not
necessarily have to be relativists about both “truth” or “justification,” nor be relativists and truth
and justification in all areas of discourse. Bernard Williams is a good example according to
Putnam with his strong distinction between science and ethics.

% The idea of conceptual schemes is of course common also to Realist doctrines, it is the idea of
differing schemes which is central to relativism.
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Relativism may offer a positive alternative to Realism, but it fails because it utilises the same
representationalist vocabulary. This is the traditional epistemological vocabulary of big “P”
Philosophy, which attempts to explain the Reality of things (universally) “as they are.” This
vocabulary provides Relativism with the standpoint from which it may claim that all true beliefs
are relative.”® However, as Putnam states within Reason, Truth and History, and as Rorty
concurs, it is left vulnerable to the self-referential arguments of the kind Socrates made long ago
against Protagoras.®® Just as Relativism and Realism are formulated within the traditional
representationalist vocabulary, however, so are these self-referential arguments. It is Rorty’s
claim, therefore, that in rejecting this vocabulary he avoids not only Relativism and Realism, but

also such self-referential arguments:

In short, my strategy for escaping the self-referential difficulties into which “the
Relativist” keeps getting himself is to move everything over from epistemology and
metaphysics to cultural politics, from claims to knowledge and appeals to self-evidence

to suggestions about what we should try.*

Ethnocentrism as a negative thesis utilises the internal critique of Kuhn, Wittgenstein, and
Davidson to criticise representationalism from within showing its unattractive inconsistencies
and contradictions,*® and puts forward anti-representationalism from without to both Whiggishly
explain the problems of representationalism and to present itself as an alternative on its own
terms: as more useful, rather than true. The possibility of (and Rorty’s reliance upon) such a

sharp division between vocabularies is the subject of the next two chapters. This chapter,

% In as much as relativism utilises this same “God’s Eye point of view” as the realist,
“Relativism, just as much as Realism, assumes that one can stand within one’s language and
outside it at the same time,” RHF 23. Cited with approval by Rorty, “I entirely agree with, and
fervently applaud, his [Putnam’s] relativist-bashing remark.... But I do not see how this remark
is relevant to my own, explicitly ethnocentric position,” PRM, 450.

' RTH 120-1, and PRI, 728.

% PRM, 457.

% «Dewey’s Metaphysics” in CP, 76: “Dewey’s inquiry into ‘the genuine conflicts which lay at
the bottom of fruitless verbal disputes’ had the vices of its virtues: it distracted attention from the
way in which, in their own terms, the Cartesian-Humean-Kantian assumptions were
selfOrefuting. The positivists and later the ‘Oxford philosophers’ brought these internal
contradictions to much sharper focus than had Dewey and his followers, just because their vision
was so much narrower.”
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however, has demonstrated that it is Rorty’s talk of “vocabularies” that means he has neither the
obligation to share his opponents’ traditional theories of truth and justification, nor any onus to
give an alternative positive theory about them. Indeed, Rorty’s critics may still claim that Rorty
is a relativist but only on the basis that one cannot have no positive theory of truth. Since Rorty
rejects this very claim, I propose that we must shift the emphasis of debate onto the broader anti-
representationalist framework in which he thinks this possible. This is exactly what Putnam has

attempted to do within his later works in contrast with the majority of Rorty’s other opponents.
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Chapter I1: Commonsense, Philosophy and Life
Introduction

Hume confessed that he left his scepticism about the material world behind as soon as he
left his study; and | observe that no matter how sceptical or how relativistic philosophers
may be in their conversation, they leave their scepticism or their relativism behind the

m