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Richard Rorty's relationship to postmodernism is a source of considerable
controversy. For many, Rorty is the living embodiment of everything that is
wrong with the postmodern academy: a promoter of relativism over objec-
tivity; custom over Truth; rhetoric over Reason; art over science; and the-
ory over practice. Susan Haack complains that there "could be no honest
intellectual work in Rorty's post-epistemological utopia,'? Terry Eagleton
scorns him for his elitism;' Richard Posner declares him "nostalgic, pes-
simistic, almost Spenglerian, cursory, and wholly without practical sug-
gestions;"? and Norman Geras complains that Rorty's worldview "leads
by the shortest possible route to the outlook of... [the]... persecutors and
murderers" of the Third Reich.' It is a view in which, according to Simon
Blackburn, "the cloven-hooved and triple-horned figure of Richard Rorty"
leads "the danse macabre in the steps of Nietzsche, Lyotard and Derrida.:"
Equally, however, for many of those thinkers responsible for populariz-
ing postmodernism in the Anglophone world, this same dancing-devil of
postmodernism is a very much a reactionary figure, one opposed to both
their intellectual and political outlook. Ernesto Laclau chides Rorty for
his uncritical acceptance of liberalism;7 Chantal Mouffe for his "com-
placency;"8 and Jonathan Culler, writing in 1988, declared Rorty's work
"altogether appropriate for the age of Reagan,"? a particularly galling criti-
cism for anybody no doubt, but doubly so for a person such as Rorty raised
in a Trotskyite household.
What then has Rorty done to engender such hostility from both the

defenders of Truth with a capital "T" and the advocates of deconstruction
with a small "d"? The simple answer is that he has told a story in which
many of the ideas associated with postmodernism have been combined
with a tradition of American pragmatic philosophy to support the politi-
cal institutions of American-style liberalism. Rorty has collapsed many of
the apparent distinctions between postmodernism and pragmatism to con-
struct a seamless narrative in which both lead-albeit contingently and
not inevitably-to the politics of twenty-first century America. As,such,
in Rorty's case, "historicizing postmodernism"-showing the ways in
which the ideas associated with postmodernism have been incorporated
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into, and been transformed by their association with, local intellectual
traditions-simply seems to require recounting his narrative and noting
the ways in which Rorty has borrowed from postmodernism to bolster his
pragmatist defense of liberalism. Nevertheless, once we start to do this,
the vehement objections of both the pragmatists and the postmodernists
to Rorty's characterizations of their work suggests that-as befits a self-
confessed ironist such as Rorty-there is considerably more going on in his
work than his simple story suggests. Indeed, paying close attention to these
objections reveals often small but significant differences between Rorty
and those whom he would regard as allies. It is these differences, along
with Rorty's philosophical style, which suggest that his work belongs to
neither pragmatism nor postmodernism, but rather to an indigenous tra-
dition of artists, poets and thinkers concerned to provide a literary foun-
dation for the American Republic by writing what Walt Whitman called
"the democratic literature of the future."!" Viewed from this perspective,
Rorty's relationship to postmodernism becomes largely one of philosophi-
cal coincidence and poetic opportunism. Establishing this claim requires,
of course, recounting Rorty's story about pragmatism and postmodernism;
identifying the American political poetic tradition; locating Rorty's work
within it; and finally showing how Rorty used and then abandoned the
popular characterization of postmodernism in order to promote his own
political agenda. First, however, it is necessary to say a word or two about
terminology.
As the furor generated by Richard Rorty's work suggests, the term

"postmodernism" is something of a shibboleth, dividing people accord-
ing to their vastly differing perceptions of the word. Here the word "post-
modernism," as well as its various derivations including "postmodern" and
"postmodernist," is being used in the way it is currently used in common
academic parlance-as Richard Rorty himself often seems to use it-as
a label that is used to describe a worldview that is never clearly defined,
but which is vaguely associated with stylistic irony, a rejection of objective
Truth, intrinsic textual meaning, and philosophical foundations. Here it
will be suggested that although Rorty holds many-though crucially not
all-of the philosophical views identified as being associated with post-
modernism in the introduction to this volume, he is often deliberately vague
about his use of the term in order to advance his political agenda. Indeed, it
will be argued that both of these aspects of his work-his deliberate vague-
ness and his opportunism-further help to locate him within a tradition
of distinctly American political poetry. Nevertheless, such aspects are by
themselves insufficient to connect Rorty to this tradition. The definition of
tradition that is being employed here-borrowed from the work of Mark
Bevir-demands not only a family resemblance amongst a core set of ideas,
but also clear historical evidence of influence, shared understandings, and
links between the thinkers in the tradition." For this reason, Rorty's con-
nection to this tradition will also be established by providing evidence of
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the manner in which Rorty has consciously sought not only to inherit this
tradition, but also to transform it and pass it on.

PRIVATEIRONY AND PUBLIC HOPE: MERGING
THE PRAGMATIC AND THE POSTMODERN

For many, Rorty's postmodernist hooves and horns first became evident in
1979 with the publication of Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, a book
in which he eschewed much of what passed for traditional philosophy.F
Amongst other cornerstones of the discipline, Rorty rejected epistemology;
the representational theory of truth; the conceptual dualisms of the mind-
body and appearance-reality distinctions; as well as the suggestion that
philosophy had any special insight with which to adjudicate the disputed
claims of other disciplines. By way of an alternative, he sketched out an
account of philosophy which focused on the more creative and problem-
solving aspects of the discipline. As Rorty noted, however, Philosophy and
the Mirror of Nature "got mostly bad reviews in all the philosophical jour-
nals, and it sold slowly at first. Very gradually, in the course of the 80's
people started to read it, and eventually it did gain a certain momentum."!'
Not coincidentally, perhaps, during the period in which his book was gain-
ing momentum, Rorty was surfing an emerging wave of French theory that
was beginning to crash onto American academic shores.
According to his autobiographical essay "Trotsky and the Wild Orchids,"

Rorty first became aware of the then trickle of French theory into America
at Princeton in about 1976. He did so via his then colleague, the liter-
ature professor Jonathan Arac.!" A mere seven years later, in an article
provocatively titled "Postrnodernist bourgeois liberalism," Rorty identified
the Hegelian heritage of his work and appeared explicitly to embrace the
emerging theory. "I use 'postmodernist,'" he wrote, "in a sense given to
this term by jean-Francois Lyotard, who says that the postmodern atti-
tude is that of a 'distrust of metanarratives,' narratives that describe or
predict the activities of such entities as the noumenal self or the Absolute
Spirit or the Proletariat.l'" Even here, however, Rorty was keen to tie the
foreign import to an indigenous tradition. Referring to what he called John
Dewey's "naturalized Hegelianism," he labeled the pragmatist "a postmod-
ernist before his time."!6 It was, however, in 1989's Contingency, Irony,
and Solidarity that Rorty most aggressively conflated postmodernism with
American pragmatism.
"About two hundred years ago," wrote Rorty in the first chapter of that

book, "the idea that truth was made rather than found began to take hold
of the imagination of Europe."? The source of this idea was, he said, the
French Revolution, which showed that "the whole vocabulary of social
relations, and the whole spectrum of social institutions, could be replaced
almost over night.?" Freed from questions about the will of God and the
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nature of man, Rorty asserted, humanity was now free to make itself anew.
It was aided in this quest, he suggested, by Charles Darwin, whose work
made it possible to see all human behavior including the "fulfillment of
the desire to know the unconditionally true and to do the uncondition-
ally right-as continuous with animal behavior."? As such, he unfitted us,
wrote Rorty, "for listening to transcendental stories" such as those of the
Kant and his successors.t? It was these purely contingent developments,
Rorty asserted, that paved the way for postmodernism and pragmatism,
both of which "made identical criticisms of Enlightenment and specifically
Kantian attempts to view moral principles as the product of a special fac-
ulty called 'reason.' [Both]... thought that such attempts were disingenu-
ous attempts to keep something like God alive in the midst of a secular
culrure.t'-' Postmodernism and pragmatism were, he suggested, virtually
synonymous, separated only by the names of their biggest advocates. "The
great names of the first tradition," he asserted "include Heidegger, Sartre,
Gadamer, Derrida and Foucault. The great names of the second...james,
Dewey, Kuhn, Quine, Putnam and Davidson.r-?
Declaring that "existentialism, deconstructionism, holism, process

philosophy, poststructuralism, postmodernism, Wittgensteinianism, anti-
realism and hermeneutics" were all names associated with the same "anti-
essentialistic, antimetaphysical movement" in philosophy, and that his own
preferred term for the movement was "pragmatism,"23 Rorty conflated a
number of would-be distinct sets of claims. All, he suggested, were "ways
of saying that we shall never be able to step outside language, never be
able to grasp reality unmediated by linguistic description.v" It was this
recognition, he asserted, that created a new philosophical method, one that
eschewed traditional argumentation. The method was, he wrote, "to rede-
scribe lots and lots of things in new ways, until you have created a pattern
of linguistic behavior which will tempt the rising generation to adopt it,
thereby causing them to look for appropriate forms of nonlinguistic behav-
ior."25Philosophy on this account became a kind of writing: collapsing
many of the hitherto rigid distinctions between the disciplines of literature,
philosophy, science and politics. As far as the latter was concerned, this
method could not, said Rorty, provide any guidance for choosing between
competing normative accounts of human existence. There were, he said,
simply no such criteria to guide our choices. Seeking to fill this lacuna,
Rorty offered his now infamous account of post-foundational liberalism.
Following judith Shklar, Rorty suggested that liberals are simply peo-

ple for whom "cruelty is the worst thing that we can do."26Citing joseph
Schumpeter's assertion that "[t]o realize the relative validity of one's convic-
tions and yet stand for them unflinchingly, is what distinguishes a civilized
man from a barbarian.t"? Rorty suggested that there were no non-circular
justifications for political values, and that convincing people of the need to
avoid cruelty was not a matter for philosophy, but rather for "the novel, the
movie and the TV program.?" Drawing a firm public/private distinction,
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Rorty argued that the pragmatic tradition-with its focus on piecemeal
reforms and the here and now-would be a valuable source of insight
for American public philosophy. The creativity and play that grew out of
postmodernism-the sort of thing that Mark Bevir discusses in his essay
in this volume-was, Rorty suggested, simply inappropriate for matters
of public politics. Nevertheless, he asserted, a figure such as Derrida was
entirely compatible with, and indeed essential to liberal society. Derrida's
importance to postfoundationalliberalism lay, he said, "in his having had
the courage to give up the attempt to unite the private and the public, to
stop trying to bring together a quest for private autonomy and an attempt
at public resonance and utility."29Derrida, on Rorty's account, realized
the uselessness of philosophy to politics, but nevertheless showed us that
the Nietzschean quest for autonomy and self-creation was something that
could still be practiced as long as it was confined to the private sphere. For
Rorty, that is to say, liberalism was the perfect combination of postmod-
ernist self-creation and American pragmatism: the triumph of private irony
and public hope.

PUBLICACRIMONY AND PRIVATE
ANNOYANCE: THE CRITICAL RESPONSE

If Richard Rorty felt that he was to be applauded for his efforts to con-
flate several would-be distinct sets of ideas-pragmatism and postmodern-
ism among them-to offer a new justification for liberalism, he was to be
sorely disappointed. "My Contingency book" he wrote, "got a couple of
good reviews, but these were vastly outnumbered by reviews which said
the book was frivolous, confused and irresponsible."30 It was not, how-
ever, simply those knee-jerk traditionalists opposed to postmodernism-a
group that Rorty characterized as "conservative know-norhings'vt-i-who
had a problem with Rorty's narrative; rather, it was a broad array of think-
ers from many otherwise opposing traditions. Most notable among them
were a number of American pragmatists who vehemently objected both to
Rorry's characterization of their tradition, and to his attempts to locate
himself within it.
Richard J. Bernstein spoke for many when he declared that: "when Rorty

speaks of 'pragmatism' or 'we pragmatists' his meaning is so idiosyncratic
that one can barely recognize any resemblance between what he says and
any of the classical pragmatists."32 Indeed, James Gouinlock objected to
Rorty's reading of John Dewey, noting the former's tendency to identify
a "good Dewey" with whom he agreed, and a "bad Dewey" to whom he
ascribed those works-such as Dewey's Logic: The Truth of Inquiry-that
did not fit his idiosyncratic interpretation.P It was an approach that not
only misrepresented the pragmatist canon, Gouinlock asserted, but which
also damaged its legacy. "Unwittingly but inexorably" he wrote, "Rorty
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threatens to undo Dewey's work, rather than carry it forward."34Rorty's
response to Gouinlock is, however, highly revealing. "I think," he wrote,
"that the letter of Dewey's teachings often become a stumbling block to a
grasp of their spirit."> Rorty was, that is to say, largely unconcerned by
the suggestion that he had somehow misread or misrepresented the work
of others, be they pragmatists, neo-pragmatists, or simply those whom he
chooses to characterize as such. In a footnote in Contingency, Irony, and
Solidarity, for example, he similarly observed that "[Donald] Davidson
cannot be held responsible for the interpretation I am putting on his views,
nor for the further views I extrapolate from his;"36a suggestion with which
Davidson was in wholehearted agreement."
Verisimilitude in presenting the arguments of others, and precision in

categorizing them, simply do not then appear to be a part of Rorty's intel-
lectual agenda. Indeed, even when he is called to task over his readings of
canonical works, his response seems to be a literal or figurative shrug of
the shoulders. Facing, for example, an often hostile and sometimes scath-
ing reaction to Achieving Our Country in a collection edited by John Pet-
tigrew, Rorty offered a brief mea culpa-"Over and over again, in reading
[these] essays, I have winced at my own ignorance of the figures, trends,
and events they mention"38-before going on effectively to dismiss these
criticisms with a brief "On the other hand," and a reiteration of his argu-
ment from the book in question. It is a strategy which explains not only
why so many pragmatists are keen to disown him, but also why he does not
necessarily belong to their tradition, especially given the definition of the
term being employed here, one which demands cleat shared-understand-
ings between thinkers. Indeed, much about Rorty's approach suggests that
he might more profitably be grouped with the postmodernists, at least as
far as they are popularly understood. Nevertheless, they too seem reluctant
to embrace him.
An explanation for Rorty's strong misreading of the pragmatic tradi-

tion, and further evidence for his apparently postmodernist bent seems to
be found in his assertion, in Consequences of Pragmatism, that in read-
ing, "the critic asks neither the author nor the text about their intention
but simply beats the text into a shape that will serve his purpose. He does
this by imposing a vocabulary ...on the text which may have nothing to
do with any vocabulary used by that text or its author."39Such a charac-
terization of Rorty as a postmodernist seems, however, to find little favor
with many of those figures associated with the label. Somewhat ironically
perhaps, Jacques Derrida-himself often regarded as the most creative or
irresponsible of the misreaders, depending on the perspective of the per-
son doing the characterizing-seemed to object to Rorty's misreading of
his work. Although he accepted that deconstruction "shares much" with
pragmatism, and appeared to enjoy Rorty's characterization of him as a
romantic utopian, Derrida baulked at Rorty's attempt to confine his work
to the private sphere." Similarly, Simon Critchley raised a number of what
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he called "critical questions about Rorty's understanding of deconstruc-
tion, particularly as this impinges on questions of ethics and politics.?"
Politically, too, many of the postmodernists objected to Rorty's attempts
to associate himself with their approach. Laclau and Mouffe were joined
in their objections to Rorty's complacency by Critchley, who argued that
Rorty was blind to "the evidence of imperialism, racism and colonialism
that have always accompanied-or perhaps has always been the reality
behind the cynical veneer of a legitimating discourse-the expansionism of
Western liberal democracy."42
Rorty appears then to be politically and philosophically friendless. As

he himself noted: "If there is anything to the idea that the best intellectual
position is one that is attacked with equal vigor from the political right and
the political left, then I am in good shape."43Nevertheless, the considerable
hostility generated by his narrative, and indeed, the manner in which Rorty
seemed to revel in his pariah status should, perhaps, be our first clues as
to how we might best characterize his relationship to postmodernism and
how to place it within an indigenous American tradition. They are, how-
ever, intimately connected to a further such clue: Rorty's prevarication over
his relationship to the postmodernist label.

"THAT ISNOT WHAT I MEANT AT ALL":
RORTY AND POSTMODERNISM

Upon taking his current position in the Comparative Literature department
at Stanford University, Rorty suggested that he be given the title "Tran-
sitory Professor of Trendy Studies." Alas, as he himself notes, "nobody
liked the idea."44That Rorty should make such a suggestion-even perhaps
as a joke-is indicative of an increasingly aggressive attempt to disassoci-
ate himself from the postmodernist label. Writing in 1998, Rorty declared
that: "The word 'postmodern' has been rendered almost meaningless by
being used to mean so many different things."45Elsewhere he has suggested
that the word "never had any clear sense" and "should be dropped from
our philosophical vocabulary.?" Indeed, since the early 1990s Rorty has
begun to suggest that his categorization as a postmodernist was something
of a mistake, one usually forced on him by others. "Some postmodernists
who initially took my enthusiasm for Derrida to mean that I must be on
their political side," he wrote in 1992, "decided, after discovering that my
politics were pretty much those of Hubert Humphrey, that I must have sold
out."47Indeed, as the more recent Rorty describes it, his apparent flirtation
with postmodernism was really something of a romantic misunderstand-
ing, one in which his friendly overtures were mistaken for professions of
devotion. It is, that is, as if he had never written an article entitled "Post-
modernist bourgeois liberalism." And, although this later Rorty will still
occasionally defend the postmodernists against their "conservative know-



200 Simon Stow

nothing" critics, much of what he has written since the early 1990s has been
something of a "Dear Jacques" letter concerned to put as much distance
as possible between his work and postmodernism as it is popularly under-
stood. It is a letter in which Rorty seems to have three key criticisms of the
postmodernists, two of which suggest that, despite the pragmatists' objec-
tions, he might still belong to their tradition, but a third which appears to
put him firmly in the tradition of American public poetry concerned with
writing "the democratic literature of the future."
In the first instance, Rorty objects to the way in which deconstruction's

playful open-endedness has been turned into just another method. Derrida's
Anglophone followers, he declared, "take him to have given us a method-
the deconstructive method-of reading texts: a method which helps see
what these texts are really about, what is really going on in thern.?" Such
an approach is, he suggests, indicative of a metaphysical yearning. They
think of Derrida "as providing new, improved tools for unmasking books
and authors," but he notes that the quest for "unmasking" is the meta-
physical desire to show things as they really are.49 In the second, Rorty
objects to the jargonized vocabulary the postmodernists have developed.
"The contemporary academic left," he writes, "seems to think that the
higher your level of abstraction, the more sweeping and novel your appa-
ratus, the more radical your critique.?" Such an approach is, he suggests,
politically ineffective and often counter-productive. 51Indeed, it is what he
believes to be the inapplicability of much of what passes for postmodern-
ism to practical politics that draws the greatest part of Rorty's ire. "After
reading Jameson," he wrote about The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,
"you have views on practically everything except what needs to be done."52
It is, however, Rorty's third criticism of the postmodernists that is most
revealing. They are, he suggests, "unpatriotic.">'
"The left's hostility [to me]" wrote Rorty in "Trotsky and the Wild

Orchids," "is partially explained by the fact that most people who admire
Nietzsche, Heidegger and Derrida as much as I do-most of the people
who either classify themselves as 'postmodernist' or (like me) find them-
selves thus classified willy-nilly-s-participate in what Jonathan Yardley has
called the 'America Sucks Sweepstakes.' Participants in this event compete
to find better, bitterer ways of describing the United States.T" Lest he sound
too much like those whom he dismisses as "conservative know-nothings,"
Rorty notes that he admires the work done by figures such as Noam Chom-
sky and the postmodernist-Left on the problem of America's foreign policy,
and that as such, he is a proponent of a self-critical patriotism which sug-
gests that the only way for America to move forward is to acknowledge her
oftentimes shameful past.v Such patriotism is, he suggests, "compatible
with remembering that we expanded our boundaries by massacring the
tribes which blocked our way, that we broke the word we had pledged at
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and that we caused the death of a mil-
lion Vietnamese out of sheer macho arrogance.t'" It is an approach that
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seems to build on the theory of moral psychology outlined by Nietzsche
in his Genealogy of Morals; or more prosaically, perhaps, on that gener-
ated by the more enlightened parents at Little League games. The theory
suggests that it is only by recognizing and taking pride in one's strengths
that one is able to acknowledge and seek to change one's weaknesses. It is
this "Little League Psychology" that Rorty finds missing from the current
American Left. "We now have," he writes, "among many American stu-
dents and teachers, a spectatorial, disgusted, mocking Left rather than a
Left which dreams of achieving our country.">' It is, he says, a Left which
prefers "knowledge to hope."58
It is the notion of "hope" that forms the basis for much of Rorty's criti-

cism of the postmodernist Left, a group that he sees being entirely devoid
of the stuff. By "hope" Rorty seems to mean some plan or vision of the
future. "The academic Left has," he suggests, "no projects to propose to
America, no vision of a country to be achieved by building a consensus
on specific reforms."59This is not, however, simply the criticism of a prag-
matist turned off by the abstraction of the postmodernist approach. It is,
rather, evidence of a deeper commitment in Rorty's thought, one that is
manifested in his celebration of works such as Andrew Delbanco's The
Real American Dream.i" The claim that the current academic Left lacks
hope is, within Rorty's moral vocabulary, one of the worst charges that he
could level against them, second only perhaps to the suggestion that they
were guilty of cruelty. Hope, and its connection to utopia, is a perennial
theme in Rorty's political work; and it is this-along with his hostility
to metaphysics and abstraction-which suggests that we should connect
him not the recent postmodernist school, but rather to an older, distinctly
American poetic tradition concerned with writing the "democratic litera-
ture of the future." For although, as Sara Rushing points out in her essay in
this volume, postmodernism is sometimes associated with a desire to find
a kind of political utopian hope that is compatible with anti-positivism,
there is a distinct ambivalence and decided reticence about such attempts
that stands in stark contrast to the gusto with which Rorty embraces the
idea. Indeed, unlike his postmodernist counterparts who continue to seek
strategies of resistance in both language and politics, Rorty-like many of
his fellowpoets of American democracy-appears to see this utopian hope
as trumping all other approaches.

AN AMERICAN POETIC TRADITION?

To many, perhaps, seeking to locate Rorty's work within a tradition of
distinctly American poetry might seem like something of a quixotic mis-
sion. Since the founding of the Republic, a persistent theme of American
letters has been the absence of any such tradition worthy of the name. "In
the four quarters of the globe," asked Sydney Smith in 1820, "who reads
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an American book? or goes to an American play? or looks at an American
picture or statue?"61 It was a comment echoed by Alexis de Tocqueville in
the Second Volume of Democracy in America published in 1840. "The
inhabitants of the United States have, then," he wrote, "at present, prop-
erly speaking no literature.?" What writers they did have, TocqueviIle
suggested, borrowed largely from Europe. "They paint with colors bor-
rowed from foreign manners; and as they hardly ever represent the country
they were born in as it really is, they are seldom popular there."63 In this,
Tocqueville echoed Ralph Waldo Emerson whose 1837 essay "The Ameri-
can Scholar" called for a distinctly American poetry. "Perhaps the time is
already come," he declared, "when it ought to be, and will be something
else; when the sluggard intellect of this continent will look from under its
iron lids, and fill the postponed expectation of the world with something
better than the exertions of mechanical ski11."64It was a call that Emerson
would make repeatedly, most famously of course in 1844's "The Poet."
As many of his friends and contemporaries later made clear, Leaves of

Grass was Walt Whitman's attempt to meet Emerson's challenger" Emer-
son himself was initially delighted by this effort, sending Whitman a let-
ter of congratulation, the most famous excerpt from which-"I greet you
at the beginning of a great career"-the ever self-promotional Whitman
took to printing as an endorsement in subsequent editions of the text. It is,
however, a less-famous extract from Emerson's letter that best captures the
dominant motif of the American poetic tradition that connects both Whit-
man and Rorty. "It has," wrote Emerson of Whitman's epic poem, "the.
best merits, namely of fortifying & encouraging."66 It is this commitment
to fortifying and encouraging through a distinctly American literature that
connects Whitman to Rorty, and Rorty to the American poetic tradition.
It is, furthermore, a tradition with which Rorty has consciously sought to
align himself, most notably in his later works where, in addition to citing
Whitman's Democratic Vistas as an inspiration.s? he has taken to quoting
approvingly Whitman's suggestion that the "United States themselves are
essentially the greatest poem."68
Two key aspects of this American poetic tradition are a concern with

writing a distinctly American poetry for a specifically American audience,
and for generating optimism and hope within that audience about the pos-
sibilities of America's democratic future. As Whitman declared in the pref-
ace to the first edition of Leaves of Grass: "The attitude of Great Poets is
to cheer up slaves and horrify despots."69 Underpinning these concerns is,
however, an almost complete faith in the moral, political and emotional
power of literature, not only to support the democratic institutions of the
American Republic, but also to create the nation itself. Rorty's own belief
in the power of literature is well documented. He describes literary criti-
cism as the paradigmatic critical practice in contemporary society, suggest-
ing that it does for thinkers such as himself "what the search for universal
moral principles is supposed to do for metaphysicians.t"? In so doing, he
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echoesWhitman's own belief in the power of literature, that which he calls
"the greatest art."?' "Our fundamental want to-day in the United States,"
Whitman declared:

with our closest, amplest reference to present conditions, and to the
future, is of a class, and the clear idea of a class, of native authors,
literatures far different, far higher in grade than any yet known, sac-
erdotal, modern, fit to cope with our occasions, lands, permeating the
whole mass of American mentality, taste, belief, breathing into it a
new breath of life, giving it decision, affecting politics far more than
the popular superficial suffrage, with results inside and underneath the
elections of Presidents or Congresses-radiating, begetting appropriate
teachers, schools, manners, and, as its grandest result, accomplishing,
(what neither the schools nor the churches and their clergy have hith-
erto accomplish'd, and without which this nation will no more stand,
permanently, soundly, than a house will stand without a substratum) a
religious and moral character beneath the political and productive and
intellectual basis of the States."

"Above all previous lands," Whitman continued, "a great original litera-
ture is surely to become the justification and reliance, (in some respects the
sole reliance) of American democracy."73For Whitman then, as for Rorty,
literature was to provide the basis for the American Republic. Sharing a
mutual suspicion of metaphysics, both figures reject philosophy-political
or otherwise-as a foundation for the nation. Indeed, Whitman declares
that the writer of such poetry is "no arguer,"74and suggests that his effec-
tiveness relies not on argument, but on results alone. "The proof of a poet
is," he declares, "that his country absorbs him as affectionately as he has
absorbed it."75The effect, that is to say, is performative. Such performativ-
ity-itself often associated with postmodernism-finds its echo in Rorty's
work. "I am not," he writes, "going to offer arguments against the vocabu-
lary I want to replace. Instead, I am going to make the vocabulary I favor
look attractive by showing how it may be used to describe a variety of top-
ics."76Indeed, both thinkers suggest that the value of literature lies precisely
in its moral and emotive power. Whitman's assertion that the "true ques-
tion to ask respecting a book, is, has it belp'd any human soul?"77 finds its
echo in Rorty's suggestion that we "should see great works of literature as
great because they have inspired many readers, not as having inspired many
readers because they are great."78
Within this tradition, the job of the poet is to provide a vision of the

American future towards which citizens can aspire. It is precisely this that
Whitman seeks to provide in his Democratic Vistas. "I submit," he writes,
"...that the fruition of democracy on aught like a grand scale, resides alto-
gether in the future."? The poet must provide, he suggests, a vision of this
future, what he calls "the fervid and tremendous IDEA, melting everything
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else with restless heat, and solving all lesser and definite distractions in
vast, indefinite, spiritual, emotional power."80 It is this aspect of Whitman's
work that finds its echo in Achieving Our Country when Rorty asserts that
"you cannot urge national political renewal on the basis of descriptions of
fact. You have to describe the country in terms of what you passionately
hope it will become, as well as in terms of what you know it to be now. You
have to be loyal to a dream country rather than to one to which you wake
up every morning. Unless such loyalty exists, the ideal has no chance of
becoming actual."!' Indeed, Rorty-following Whitman's own rejection of
argument-suggests that "it is not much use pointing to the 'internal con-
tradictions' of a social practice, or 'deconstructing' it unless one can come
up with an alternative practice-unless one can at least sketch a utopia.?"
In stark contrast to Foucault's assertion that "to imagine another system is
to extend our participation in the present system,"83 Rorty's work is posi-
tively bursting with calls to and for utopia. In Achieving Our Country,
for example, Rorty borrows from the American pragmatic tradition and
approvingly cites William James's observation that: "Faiths and utopias are
the noblest exercise of human reason."84
In borrowing from the American pragmatic tradition to make his case,

Rorty is, once again, following the lead of Whitman who likewise bor-
rowed from a variety of sources in fashioning his narrative. Rorty suggests
that the poet's "job is to pick out useful strands from each and then weave a
new, improved, narrative."85 The current intellectual Left would, for exam-
ple, do better he suggests, "if they emphasized the similarities rather than
the differences between Malcolm X and Bayard Rustin, between Susan B.
Anthony and Emma Goldman, between Catharine MacKinnon and Judith
Butler."86Tellingly, Rorty sets out to do precisely that: to weave a narrative
that will, he believes, produce a better outcome for America. It is a narra-
tive that puts together such apparently contradictory figures as Trotsky and
Eliot, Nabokov and Freud, Kant and Hegel, Nietzsche and Mill and, of
course, the American pragmatists and the French postmodernists. In this,
Rorty is simply following the lead of Whitman who, in a long footnote to
Democratic Vistas, identifies various other kinds of literature, including the
Old and New Testament, Plutarch, Homer, Milton, Cervantes and Shake-
speare, of which he observes: "These, I say, are models, combined, adjusted
to other standards than America's, but of priceless value to her and hers.'?"
The poet's job is, he suggests, to make such material useful to America. "To
him," he writes "the other continents arrive as contributions."88 He is to do
so by weaving a narrative out of the materials he has at hand, regardless of
the relationships of these materials to each other. As Whitman declares in
perhaps the most famous passage of his most famous work:

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then ... .1contradict myself;
I am large ... .1contain multitudes.I?
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Whitman and Rorty both seek to create a narrative out of the conflicting
voices of the American Republic, borrowing from wherever they can-
even foreign traditions-to make their distinctly American poetry. It is an
approach that depends entirely upon its effect: it is precisely for this reason
that those criticisms of Rorty which focus on his readings, misreadings, or
apparent misunderstandings of the thinkers whose work he draws from in
his own narrative are so misplaced. Indeed, Rorty himself calls such crit-
ics "second rate": such critics misunderstand the purpose of the exercise,
focusing on the details and not on the desired or actual effects. 90
Central to achieving this poetic effect is the creation and aggrandizement

of the figure of the poet-hero. The aim here is to underpin and enhance the
force of the poet's words, and his effects, by presenting a vision of what
Malcolm Cowley called "his idealized or dramatized self."?' As Rorty
memorably observed: "you cannot make a memorable character without
thereby making a suggestion about how your reader should act."92As befits
the weaver of a narrative that borrows from many, often conflicting, tradi-
tions, the creation of the poet-hero has many aspects. Most obviously in
Whitman's case there is the daguerreotype of the author that graced the
first edition of Leaves of Grass. Whitman is depicted with his shirt open-
necked, hand on hip, and his hat and head jauntily cocked to one side. As
Cowley continues: "The hero depicted in the frontispiece-this hero named
'I' or 'Walt Whitman' in the text should not be confused with the Whitman
of daily life...he is put forward as an representative American workingman,
but one who prefers to loaf and invite his SOU\'''93 It is an approach that
finds its echo in the jaunty Richard Rorty depicted on the cover of Contin-
gency, Irony, and Solidarity. The same open-necked shirt, head tilt and arm
arrangement, combined with Rorty's engaging smile suggest, perhaps, a
less-threatening approach to philosophy than the irascible, scowling James
Coburn look-a-like Rorty depicted on the cover of Herbert Saatkamp's
Rarty & Pragmatism collection." Indeed, both Whitman and Rorty share
an acute concern with the presentation and reception of their own work,
not least because, in a very important way, the substance of their work relies
on its style. It is a concern that manifests itself in Whitman's publication of
Emerson's letter in subsequent editions of his poem; and inWhitman's pen-
ning-under various pseudonyms-the majority of the favorable reviews
that his book receivedupon its publication." We see the same thing in Rich-
ard Rorty's ongoing account of, and his reaction to, the popular reception
of his books. Thus, when David L.Hall declares that Rorty "suffers ... from
'the last infirmity of the noble mind'-the desire for fame,"96he captures
something about Rorty's self-aggrandizement, but misses its broader politi-
cal purpose. It is a publicly-oriented trope, one that finds its fullest expres-
sion in the never-ending call for a distinctly American poetry.
The call for an American poetry that will serve as a basis for the Repub-

lic has been around as long as the Republic itself, evident as much in Noah
Webster's assertion that American art ought to be judged in and of itself
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and not against European standards, as in Charles Wilson's Peale's stated
hope that his art and museum would "influence public opinions that repub-
licanism would be highly promoted."?" A key aspect of this tradition is,
however, a call for an art or poetry just like the one being offered by the
person making the call. We see this not only in the work of Webster, Peale,
and Emerson, but also in that of Whitman and Rorty too. In the preface
to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman declares that America
"awaits the gigantic and generous treatment worthy of it."98 America is,
he suggests, particularly fertile ground for such poets. "Of all nations the
United States with veins full of poetical stuff most need poets and will
doubtless have the greatest and use them the greatest."99 It is a call for an
American public poetry that he repeats several times more in Democratic
Vistas. "Never was anything more wanted," he writes, "than, today, and
here in the States, the poet of the modern is wanted, or the great literatus
of the modern.t"?? It is a call for a popular political poetry aimed at the
masses. "I should demand" he continues, "a programme of culture, drawn
out, not for a single class alone, or for the parlors or lecture-rooms, but
with an eye to practical life, the west, the working-men, the facts of farms
and jack-planes and engineers, and of the broad range of women also of
the middle and working strata, and with reference to the perfect equality
of women, and of a grand and powerful motherhood."101 Whitman is, in
effect, calling for a poetry just like his own and, in so doing, aggrandizing
both himself and his work. We see the same trope in Richard Rorty's work.
"We would like," he writes, "to be able to admire both Blake and Arnold,
both Nietzsche and MiIL.So we hope some critic will show us how these
men's books can be put together to form a beautiful mosaic."102It is not
coincidental that Rorty himself is such a critic, just as when he says: "It
would be good to have a reformist text, one ...which did not say that all
things must be made new, or that justice can be attained only by the forc-
ible overthrow of all existing social conditions. It would be as well to have
a document which spelled out the details of a this-worldly utopia without
assuring us that this utopia will emerge full-blown, and quickly, as soon as
some single decisive change has occurred."103He is, that is to say, making a
call for a text much like the one he has sought to provide in Contingency,
Irony, and Solidarity or Achieving Our Country.
The American poetic tradition to which Rorty belongs is then one that

valorizes the role of the poet. and his role in the creation of the American
Republic. It is a trope that we see as much in Whitman and Emerson's call
for a distinctly American poetry as in Rorty's assertion that "the poet,
in the generic sense of the maker of new words, the shaper of new lan-
guages, [is] the vanguard of the species."104For Rorty the poet is someone
"who makes things new,"105one who invents new languages, and who can
thereby change the world. "[Cjhanging the way we talk," says Rorty, is a
way of "changing what we do and what we think we are."106Such figures
impose their will on the world through the sheer strength of their Ian-
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guage, through the "method" of redescription. It is this which is, he says,
"the 'method' of utopian politics;" most significantly it is, he suggests, his
method.l'" Such figures, Rorty suggests, are what he calls "Strong Poets."
Their function is to obliterate previous readings and meanings with the
strength of their interpretations. As his predecessor observed in Leaves
of Grass: "He most honors my style who learns under it to destroy the
teacher."108It is a method that Rorty believes is common to scientists, poets
and political thinkers.P? In this sense, the term "poet" is all encompass-
ing. Foreshadowing Rorty's later work on Thomas Kuhn, for example,
Whitman observes that: "Exact science and its practical movement are no
checks on the greatest poet but there is always encouragement and sup-
port."110Indeed, describing his method as "[w]hatever works" Rorty sug-
gests that" [yJou use whatever phrases the audience learned growing up and
you apply them to the object at hand."!" It is an approach that collapses the
distinctions between disciplines and between high and low culture in the
interests of achieving its effects. Just as Whitman borrowed from folk songs
and Italian opera, Rorty declares that the job of binding people together is
a task "for genres such as ethnography, the journalist's report, the comic
book, the docudrama, and, especially, the novel."lI2 The reference to jour-
nalism is, however, revealing of the tradition.
After having dismissed the existence of an American literary tradition

in the second volume of his Democracy in America, Tocqueville observes:
"The only authors whom I acknowledge as American are journalists. They
indeed are great writers, but they speak the language of their country and
make themselves heard."!" As such, Tocqueville's failure to find an indig-
enous American literary tradition might be thought to arise not from the
absence of such a tradition, but rather from Tocqueville's failure to recog-
nize that the American tradition was somewhat different from the aristo-
cratic European literary tradition that he was taking as his model. Indeed,
the work of figures such as Noah Webster, Hugh Henry Brackenridge, and
William Dunlap suggests that at the time of Tocqueville's writing there
was a tradition of American writers, thinkers and artists who displayed
a number of traits that we see in both Whitman and Rorty. All were con-
cerned with using art and literature as a foundation for the Republic; an
engagement with practical political matters; a willingness to borrow from
European sources to fashion their own distinctive style; and a concern with
self-aggrandizement and self-promotion that was linked to their broader
nationalistic goals.'!" Indeed, Emerson's call for a national poetry was,
in many ways, a response to what he perceived to be the failure of these
socially-focused efforts. In his "Divinity School Address" and elsewhere,
Emerson preached the value of the individual artist separate from society,
advocating an artistic withdrawal in order to follow what he called "the
highest Instinct." After Emerson, notes Joseph J. Ellis: "Alienation became
the customary and most comfortable posture for American intellectuals;
criticism rather than celebration of the dominant American institutions
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and attitudes became the accepted norm."1l5 As such, it is unsurprising
that the publicly focused Whitman should eventually draw Emerson's ire.
In Rorty's work, however, we see the combination of both strands of this
American poetic tradition. The connection to Whitman's public poetry
is only the most dominant strand. In his focus on what he calls Nietzs-
chean self-creation in liberalism, Rorty is also connected to the Emerso-
nian, private aspects of the tradition. Indeed, Rorty describes Nietzsche as
Emerson's "disciple," arguing that the latter's "America was not so much a
community of fellow citizens as a clearing in which Godlike heroes could
act out self-written dramas."116In advocating a vision of liberalism as the
triumph of private irony and public hope, Rorty isweaving a new narrative
out of the both these strands-Whitman and Emerson-combining both
to offer a new vision for the American Republic, and in so doing, placing
himself firmly in their American poetic tradition.

HISTORICIZING RORTY'S POSTMODERNISM

Ifwe accept this characterization of Rorty as an American poet of democ-
racy in the tradition of Walt Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson, as well as
their precursors and successors, such as Noah Webster, William Carlos
Williams, and, most recently, Cornel West-a figure who not only self-
consciously embodies this tradition but who also explicitly acknowledges
Rorty's influence'Pc-sthen we might think of Rorty's relationship to the
set of ideas known as postmodernism as one largely of contingency and
philosophical coincidence. Rorty, like many of these American poets of
democracy, holds a number of the philosophical views associated with
postmodernism. Most obviously there is the belief in the power of language
to shape the world, a view that corresponds to what the editors of this vol-
ume call linguistic antirepresentationalism. Similarly, the likes of Rorty,
Whitman, and Webster all hold some version of epistemological antifoun-
dationalism, a rejection of eternal principles or fixed perspectives.!" Much
the same can be said for ontological essentialism, with Rorty and his fel-
low writers having what appears to be a limitless belief in the plasticity of
human beings to shape and be shaped by their circumstances. In their col-
lapsing of disciplinary boundaries, and their embracing of both science and
poetry, high and low culture, these writers in the American poetic tradition
might also be thought to share postmodernism's conceptual anti-dualism.
Similarly, stylistic irony is a constant across both approaches. Nevertheless,
Rorty and his ilk are considerably lessconcerned with the questions of power
that dominate the work of the postmodernists. They are, furthermore, cer-
tainly no anti-humanists in the way in which that term is understood to
suggest a rejection of free agency and liberal autonomy. Indeed, Rorty's
criticism of Foucault's failure to realize that "the selves shaped by modern
liberal societies are better than the selves earlier societies created,"119cap-
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tures the difference between the respective stances of the American poetic
tradition and that of the postmodernists. As such, we might conclude that
the connections between the American poetic tradition and the set of ideas
known as postmodernism seem to be more generalized-and far less con-
gruent-than the Bevirean concept of tradition would allow. This does not
mean, of course, that Rorty has no connection to postmodernism. Indeed,
it was the apparent similarities between his poetic tradition and the ideas
associated with postmodernism which made Rorty's opportunistic use of
the popular characterization of these ideas both so seamless, and so ini-
tially successful.
For Rorty then, postmodernism was very much a flag of convenience

under which he sailed for a period in the 1980s and 1990s. He used the
emerging interest in the concept to promote his own distinctly American,
distinctly liberal-democratic agenda. Postmodernist texts-such as those
penned by Derrida and Lyotard-were simply part of a vast body of lit-
eratures that Rorty appropriated for his own ends. They were further nar-
rative material from which he sought to weave his own story in much the
same way that Whitman, Webster and Dunlap appropriated European
artistic traditions and adapted them to the American context for American
purposes. That this older poetic tradition shares a number of important
philosophical assumptions with the set of ideas known as postmodernism
made this borrowing and weaving easier than it might otherwise have been,
and, for a brief period at least, offered Rorty a number of potential allies
in his quest to provide a new grounding for liberalism and the American
polity in a postfoundational world. When it became apparent, however,
that such an association was a hindrance rather than a help, Rorty-dis-
playing the opportunism of the poet who weaves from whatever is at hand
in order to achieve his desired effect-sought to disassociate himself from
the postmodernists and to seek out new allies. As he himself suggests, there
was nothing particularly postmodern about his approach. "Deconstruc-
tion," hewrote in 1989, "is not a novel procedure made possible by a recent
philosophical discovery.Recontextualization in general, and inverting hier-
archies is particular, has been around for a long time. Socrates recontex-
tualized Homer; Augustine recontextualized the pagan virtues ... and Hegel
recontextualized Socrates and Augustine."!" Rorty simply appropriated
this method towards his own end, that which he, following James Baldwin,
calls "AchievingOur Country."

DON'T LOOK BACK:THE DEMOCRATIC
LITERATURE OF THE FUTURE

In closing, it might be noted that this tradition of American poetry to
which Rorty belongs is one that places great emphasis on the future. The
vision of America towards which it seeks to inspire its citizens is always



210 Simon Stow

some way off, always to be strived for and never, perhaps, to be achieved.
In this it might be argued, the tradition not only preempts the criticisms
leveled against Rorty's work by the postmodernists, it may actually be
better suited to achieving their goals. For Rorty, as for all his precursors
within the tradition, the model of America is always a model of a better
America, one in which her promises and benefits have been extended to all
her citizens. As such, neither Rorty, nor the tradition to which he belongs,
might be accused of complacency about America, liberalism or their values,
except to the extent that they both see the values on which the nation was
founded as being sufficient for her improvement. In this tradition, the future
of America is always open. Rorty notes that his project would "regard the
realization of utopias, and the envisaging of still further utopias, as an end-
less, proliferating realization of Freedom, rather than a convergence toward
an already existing Truth."!" More significantly, perhaps, in inviting all
of her citizens to help write America-what Whitman called "the greatest
poem"122-Rorty, and the tradition to which he belongs, offers hope for
that democratic future, rather than a mere litany of criticism and failures in
the manner of the great majority of the postmodernist Left. As Rorty notes,
self-consciously followingWhitman in this as in much else, "[t]he vista, not
the endpoint, matters."123
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