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Abstract: Many professional philosophers think that Rorty ceased to practice philosophy proper after the publication of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. On the other hand, I contend that Rorty continued to practice philosophy until the end of his life, but in a non-traditional manner. He continued to practice philosophy by means of a conversational argumentative style and a method of creatively reading philosophical texts in a non-malicious manner. Yet many of Rorty’s critics are correct in their criticism of Rorty’s philosophy in that it is an inadequate philosophy using his own criteria for determining the adequacy of philosophical positions. I admit that Rorty’s philosophy is inadequate due to its impotent poeticism. Yet I will contend that Rorty’s approach to philosophy is still a viable one once we remove its impotent poeticism. I suggest that Cornel West’s genealogical pragmatism is one way of removing that impotent poeticism.
Many contemporary professional philosophers would agree with Richard Bernstein’s charge that Richard Rorty seems to have given up on doing serious philosophy after the publication of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (1979). Those who make this charge contend that Rorty replaced philosophical argument with empty rhetorical tropes to advance his utopian hope in the emergence of a Deweyan democratic culture. 
 Bernstein’s charge concerns me because, unlike many of Rorty’s critics, Bernstein is a Deweyan pragmatist who is sympathetic to Rorty’s democratic hope. If someone sympathetic to pragmatism and Rorty’s democratic hope admits that Rorty had given up doing philosophy proper, there is no reason anyone else would think otherwise.  
This paper will not address Bernstein’s charge specifically, however. Rather, I will take Bernstein’s charge seriously and offer a defense of Rorty’s approach to philosophy, as articulated in his post-Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature writings. The success of this defense will depend on whether I can reconstruct Rorty’s post-Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature philosophy in the following manner:
Philosophers today should adopt an imaginative, humanistic approach to reading philosophy texts. They should remember that we read and write philosophical texts for a variety of human purposes. Given the conditions of many human societies in the early twenty-first century, philosophers should promote approaches to philosophy that can assist in the creation of more humane societies. 

Outlining such a position requires me to (1) explain Rorty’s style of argumentation after Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature and (2) convince readers that Rorty’s creative misreading of philosophical texts are not malicious; rather, his systematic misreading of philosophical texts is his way of identifying those ideas that can promote human betterment most effectively and persuasively. Outlining Rorty’s philosophy is not enough to answer Bernstein’s charge, though. We also should be able to critically scrutinize Rorty’s philosophical position; otherwise, Bernstein’s charge would be correct, and Rorty would have given up doing philosophy altogether. Since Rorty never quite gave up doing philosophy altogether, I will use Rorty’s pragmatic criteria for determining the adequacy of philosophical positions to question the adequacy of his own philosophy. Indeed, I will admit that Rorty’s philosophy is inadequate due to its impotent poeticism. Yet I will contend that Rorty’s approach to philosophy is still a viable one once we remove its impotent poeticism. I suggest that Cornel West’s genealogical pragmatism is one way of removing that impotent poeticism.
So, what is Rorty’s style of argumentation in his philosophical writings after Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature? He adopts a conversational style. This style is not one where someone offers sustained arguments with clearly identifiable premises and conclusions. Philosophical positions are advanced, instead, by justifying one’s position on a given set of issues and problems to others. That is, someone explains the reasons why she or he holds a position on a given issue, including the personal motivations he or she has for advancing that position. One way to characterize philosophical judgments for Rorty would be to say that they are personal judgments, which are neither universal like Kantian moral judgments with their claim to subjective universality, scientific judgments with their claim to objectivity, or subjective judgments with their claim to express merely personal whims and preferences.
 They are judgments I make about an object, an event, or a person I love or am concerned about. These judgments are not simply the articulations of my preferences, even though they are that. I am responsible for justifying these judgments to other people. This means I am obligated to learn more about the object of my affections and interests along with attempting to convince others why they should care about that person or thing.  

Accordingly, Rorty thinks of philosophy as being much closer to literary criticism than to the sciences. In fact he thinks the discourse of truth-seeking is better left to scientists and mathematicians who have created communities of inquiry based on well-established investigative norms. Philosophy, like the arts, deals with the significance of events and objects for particular human purposes, whether those purposes are enjoying the product of philosophical inquiry in the mode of aesthetic contemplation, using the results of philosophical inquiry to solve problems, treat philosophical theories like commodities, etc. Yet, unlike art, philosophy rationally examines these significances whereas the arts create them. Then again, there are philosophy texts that accomplish something so remarkable aesthetically (e.g., advance philosophically theses via stylistically pleasing aphorisms, clever puns, beautiful prose, or arresting allusions to historically significant texts in literature) that these texts become art objects themselves. Plato’s Republic, Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura, David Walker’s Appeal to the Colored Peoples of the World, Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, and Aimé Césaire’s Return to My Native Land are five texts that are not only philosophically significant, but also worthwhile works of art in their own right. 


I realize that explaining Rorty’s style of argumentation is easier than convincing people that Rorty’s creative misreading of philosophical texts is not malicious. Indeed, I hope to present Rorty’s method of creative misreading in such a manner that it appears to be an acceptable means of identifying those ideas that can promote human betterment most effectively and persuasively. The central motivation for Rorty’s creative misreading of philosophical texts is to appropriate ideas that are beneficial to advancing someone’s public projects or private projects. For Rorty public projects are those that ideally aim to alleviate suffering and cruelty. Private projects are oriented toward cultivating some talent or skill that does not necessarily involve improving other people’s lives. These projects are means for people to experiment with living different forms of life while pursuing their own happiness. Of course, Rorty’s approach accepts the very public-private distinction that has been criticized in many intellectual quarters over the last several decades. Now is not the occasion to explain why Rorty accepted of this controversial distinction. Besides, explaining Rorty’s acceptance of this distinction is not relevant to understanding Rorty’s motivation for engaging in creative misreadings of texts.

We are now ready to explain Rorty’s method of creative misreading. When Rorty practices a creative misreading of philosophical texts, he reads the authors of those texts from the standpoint of what they should have said if they had viewed things in a Rortyan manner. He reads fellow thinkers in the philosophical tradition like a strong poet does her great predecessors. Being a philosopher who mimics the techniques of a Bloomian strong poet, Rorty seeks to appropriate others’ theoretical languages, making those languages his own, whenever those languages can advance his projects in some manner. Moreover, he places those texts into a larger historical narrative to see if he can create an imaginative and persuasive reading of those texts – that is, a reading that would convince others that his interpretation is worth adopting as their own understanding of those texts.
 

Rorty’s adoption of this interpretative approach to reading is not only influenced by Harold Bloom literary theory. His interpretation approach to reading is also influenced by Richard McKeon’s approach to philosophy on Rorty during his graduate training at the University of Chicago during the late 1940s and early 1950s, even though it was an influence that he had to step away from somewhat.
 This McKeonesque approach of redescribing philosophical positions to evade criticism plus an adoption of Sellarian linguistic holism and later Deweyan pragmatism (at least the idea that philosophy ought to solve problems and that vocabularies could be seen as tools to solve problems or redescribe situations in such a manner that the old problems dissolve) led him to this approach to reading philosophical texts.

Rorty lays the foundation for his method of creative misreading in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Yet, he had not perfected this method until the publication of his book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989). In that book Rorty masterfully constructs a quasi-Foucauldian genealogy of modern Western philosophical and literary thought. There he reads philosophical and literary texts in such a manner that they tell an interwoven set of stories about how many educated western peoples have sought to throw off the shackles of religious clericalism and any other demand to worship some non-human, external authority in order for their lives to be meaningful. They gradually came to realize that the humanism of liberal social democracies is the best available means for accomplishing this task. Not only religious clericalism, but also its secular cousin, representationalism – “the doctrine that our knowledge of the world passes through a representing medium which may or may not distort what the world is really like”
 – is to be left behind on the way to forming a genuine humanistic culture. This culture is one where only the rational and social norms established by the linguistic communities we have created and maintain should have any authority over us. Philosophy’s contribution to western intellectual culture now is to be a spokesperson for this story of intellectual liberation from non-human authorities. 

Some philosophers might think that Rorty’s style of argumentation and his method creative misreading place his thought outside of philosophy proper. This is so because Rorty’s method no longer plays by many of the rules they think we must follow to participate in genuine philosophical discourse. For example, Rorty rejects the idea that there are objective standards we can use to adjudicate between different philosophical positions and determine which ones are the best. He also rejects the idea that philosophy aims to create models that accurately describe reality, whether that reality be mind-dependent or mind-independent. In other words, Rorty’s philosophy is not concerned with providing truthful representations of reality. His concern lies with interpreting philosophical texts in such a manner that they can promote the wellbeing for those of us living in the early twenty-first century. Furthermore, Rorty does not even enter into the ongoing debate over whether “the business of philosophy [is] to investigate the ‘foundations’ of the sciences, the arts, culture and morality, and adjudicate the cognitive claims of these areas.”
 He recommends that his fellow philosophers do what he had already done – namely, give up the pretense that philosophy is the queen of the sciences. This recommendation includes those philosophers who no longer accept that Kantian vision of philosophy but still feel compelled to debate with those who accept that vision. He thinks such a vision of philosophy is not even worth refuting anymore. Philosopher instead should spend their time promoting more humane societies by removing the conceptual obstacles to the creation of those societies. Many philosophers would claim that Rorty has given up practicing philosophy at this point.
A more charitable way of characterizing Rorty’s thought would be that Rorty did not given up on philosophy completely; he has just given up on most traditional conceptions of philosophy. If that is the case, then how can we determine the plausibility of Rorty’s philosophy?  We can critique Rorty’s philosophy by evaluating it using his own criteria for determining the adequacy of philosophical positions. For example, we can critique Rorty’s philosophical writings using the Rortyan criterion that any adequate philosophical position would recognize that philosophy is not an autonomous discipline, with its own special problems.
  Moreover, we can evaluate his philosophical writings using the Rortyan contention that philosophers should examine and explore the similarities and differences between various ways of life with an eye on how these ways of life foster human betterment. Rorty thinks that this can be done by promoting a Deweyan liberal democratic culture.
 This culture is one where individual human flourishing can occur within healthy, pluralistic, democratic communities by introducing new ways of talking about social and cultural practices and arrangements.
 Like his pragmatist mentor Dewey, Rorty thinks that philosophy is social criticism; he just has less faith in the role critical intelligence plays in improving social conditions than Dewey does. That is why he emphasizes imaginative redescriptions of our current social conditions. If we can reimagine our forms of life to be more democratic, then Rorty thinks that theoretical issues such as the truthfulness of our depictions of social phenomena and natural phenomena will take care of themselves. This phenomenon is what Rorty refers to in his slogan: “Take care of freedom and truth will take care of itself.” 


Now we can ask: Does Rorty’s own philosophy satisfy his own criteria for determining the adequacy of a philosophical position? Many philosophers and political scientists think not. They have criticized Rorty’s political and social philosophy for not providing a sufficiently substantive basis for either his criticisms of the American political status quo or for his utopian hope in liberal democracy. This criticism is a common one, made by his critics and by those sympathetic to Rorty’s project of promoting a Deweyan democratic culture. Here is a particularly damning version of this criticism: 
Redescription, no matter how imaginative, is not enough. Even when Rorty is singing the praises of liberal democracy and affirming the importance of patriotism, he can sound more like a speechwriter for a presidential candidate than a serious social reformer. For a pragmatist who prides himself on paying attention to those practical differences that make a difference, Rorty doesn’t provide us with the foggiest idea of how to achieve (or even approximate) the goals and hopes he cherishes.

Was this criticism made by a critic or ally of Rorty’s? It was the latter. When one’s philosophical allies can criticize one’s position that severely, I think one has to address that criticism. Well, since Rorty himself cannot reply to that criticism any longer. I might as well address it as someone sympathetic to Rorty’s position. I should state upfront that I agree with this criticism; Rorty does not offer any realistic policy recommendations for achieving a Deweyan liberal democratic culture in his writings. Yet, some philosophers inspired by Rorty’s example have done just that. Perhaps we can take their work as providing a way to answer those who think that Rorty’s philosophy is mired in an impotent poeticism, at least with respect to his political philosophy. For the sake of time, let us concentrate on one philosopher inspired by Rorty’s philosophy whose is arguably less subject to this sort of criticism than Rorty is. That person is Cornel West. 


West thinks that Rorty’s pragmatism, especially its historicism, can contribute to the achievement of a(n) (always imperfect) Deweyan liberal democratic culture. However, he thinks that Rorty’s historicism “leave one wanting, owing to its distrust of social-analytical explanation…. Rorty’s work gives us mappings and descriptions with no explanatory accounts for change or conflict. In this way, it gives us an aestheticized version of historicism in which the provisional and variable are celebrated at the expense of highlighting who gains, loses or bears what costs.”
 In other words, Rorty does not provide people with the critical social analysis to explain how we got to the status quo and how to change it apart from his advice that we redescribe our situations so that we can reimage our country and work to actualize that resdecription. Nor does he entertain the possibility that the only people who can really afford to be liberal ironist in the Rortyan sense are those people who are already socially and economically well-off to choose to be members of this group without other people seriously threatening their ability to do so. Rorty’s recommendations for those who are not liberal ironists are practically useless for the millions of American citizens and residents who are unemployed or underemployed, working two or three part-time jobs to earn enough income to pay their basic utilities (shelter, food, electricity, water, garbage, etc.). They do not directly benefit from the liberal ironists’ private projects. That in itself is not a sufficient reason to criticize Rorty. However, unless someone further explains how Rorty’s sense of a democratic cultural elite squares with the promotion of a Deweyan liberal democracy more than Rorty did in his published writings, then the gap between average U.S. citizens and politically liberal academics will remain unbridgeable. This is the gap that West has practically sought to bridge with his work as a public intellectual.

West has also sought to bridge this gap theoretically by adopting a Rortyan “genealogical pragmatism”
 to critique those cultural practices that lessen the likelihood for the United States and other nation-states to foster liberal democratic cultures. His genealogical pragmatism identifies the aporiae of contemporary democratic societies in the West, especially in the U.S. It does this by reminding people that for Western liberal democracies to be truly democratic and compassionate in their allocation of material resources and cultural capital to their citizenries, they have to acknowledge that their foundational concepts – such as objectivity, rationality, impartiality, liberty, necessity, universality, and transcendence – have been used historically (and continue to be used) to exclude various “undesirable” groups of persons.
 His genealogical pragmatism also has a constructive side. West thinks that we can tell stories of our democratic ancestors to motivate us today to engage in the required reforms in cultural practices and social institutions necessary to have Western liberal democracies become genuine democracies, rather than merely procedural democracies. 

This genealogical pragmatism lets cultural critics, historicist philosophers, social scientists, and other intellectuals trace the histories of contemporary economic, political, moral, social, philosophical, artistic, cultural, and religious institutions and their practices, particularly those practices that continue to oppress and marginalize certain groups of persons.
  Then, these reformers could effectively alter these institutional practices to act more in accordance with liberal social ideals and include once marginalized persons as full members of the larger community. This approach “accents both consequences and specific practices in light of a set of provisional and revisable theoretical frameworks while it resists grand theories.”
 

West’s approach here can be read as an extension of the very genealogical method Rorty used in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature to trace the rise and fall of the ocular metaphor in modern Western philosophy from Cartesian epistemology in the 17th century to the linguistic holism of Willard V. O. Quine, Wilfrid Sellars, and Donald Davidson among others. What West does with this method, though, is create a genealogical account of the decline of the ideal of a Deweyan liberal democracy over the last sixty years or so. He does this while identifying the successes and failures of the Civil Rights Movement, the Women’s Movement, the Gay Movement, the Chicano movement, and the decades-long decolonization movements that occurred in Africa, Central and South America, Southeast Asia, and the Caribbean during the latter half of the twentieth century. He also situates the successes and failures of these historical movements within a genealogy explaining the emergence of the U.S. as a political and military empire with global reach, one governed by transnational corporate interests and imperialist designs internationally. It is also one governed by a financial consumerist, racist, nihilistic, sexist, homophobic, and xenophobic infrastructure domestically. 

West couples his genealogical account of the decline of the ideal of Deweyan liberal democracy with a hope that contemporary social activists, scholars, public intellectuals, and everyday U.S. citizens and residents can work together to promote social justice for the poor, women, gays, lesbians, transgendered people, and others who have been denied opportunities to fully participate in American society. His hope that we better promote social justice for those in need of it motivates him to formulate ways to change the present circumstances by working with political theorists (Roberto Unger in The Future of American Progressivism), economists (e.g., Sylvia Ann Hewlett in The War Against Parents), and journalists (Tavis Smiley) to address issues of child poverty, black-Jewish racial dialog, economic reform that would benefit families and children, education, social justice for disadvantaged Americans, just to name a few. He has also worked with political activist groups to address these obstacles to a Deweyan liberal democracy. 

West allows us to read Rorty’s philosophy as potentially being transformative on a social scale by placing it within the pragmatist tradition represented by John Dewey, Alain Locke and, more recently, Judith M. Green,
 where democracies are understood to be interrelated publics where some members of these publics work to create more inclusive vocabularies by which to judge which vocabularies are better for shared purposes/common human interests (e.g., securing enough material wealth to have at least enough food to survive, safe environment where their bodily integrity is not threatened on a continuous basis, shelter, and clothing). Rorty’s philosophy is transformed from an impotent exercise in re-describing our circumstances available only to bourgeois, materially well-off westerners to a method for identifying those social practices that oppressed people and building lasting and sustainable coalitions to end those oppressive practices, replacing them with non-oppressive ones.
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