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Abstract

Stanley Cavell once questioned whether or not America has ever expressed itself
philosophically. The unresolved problem of America’s distinct philosophical expression
jeopardizes its authenticity and leaves its values under pressure from Europe's deep history.
However, through a reacquaintance with America’s most influential intellectual of the early 19
century, Ralph Waldo Emerson, America gains a chance to reestablish its philosophical
expression. To make this reacquaintance with Emerson easier and to add modern relevance, I use
Richard Rorty’s concept of redescription as a framework to interpret Emerson’s philosophy. I
specifically examine Emerson’s idealism, anti-foundationalism, and ethic of creation. These
aspects of Emerson’s philosophy align closely with Rorty’s redescriptive approach, which
prioritizes reimagining intellectual paradigms to foster moral and social progress. I first start by
interpreting Emerson as a philosopher, challenging conventional interpretations of him as only a
writer or poet. Next, I define Rorty’s concept of redescription. Finally, I end by synthesizing
Emerson’s philosophy and redescription, while responding to potential objections. Ultimately, I
propose using Rorty’s concept of redescription as a framework for interpreting American
philosophy. By reimagining Emerson through Rorty’s lens, we can reacquaint ourselves with

America’s philosophical expression and assert a distinctive intellectual identity for the nation.
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Introduction

While there is extensive literature on the American intellectuals, Stanley Cavell and
Ralph Waldo Emerson, there has yet to be an extended examination of the synthesis between
Richard Rorty and Ralph Waldo Emerson, two of America’s most notable literary philosophers.
We can speculate as to why this lack of harmony has persisted. Perhaps Emerson’s prolonged
talk of nature and soul is too metaphysical for Rorty’s pragmatic and secular tastes. And while
Rorty never directly criticizes Emerson, Rorty’s sparse writing on Emerson suggests a lack of
interest. Richard Poirier, the author of Poetry and Pragmatism (1992), writes of "the close to total
avoidance of Emerson” in Rorty's writings. Poirier continues: “Easygoing trivializations of
Emerson, or outright refusals, as by Richard Rorty, to grant him any founding role whatever in
the evolution of American philosophy”.! At first glance, Rorty seems to never seriously mingle
with the ideas of Emerson. However, I would like to suggest that the two thinkers have more in
common than previously assumed.

I suggest that Emerson’s idealism, anti-foundationalism, and advocacy for originality are
qualities that resonate with Rorty’s concept of redescription. This concept is primarily discussed
in Rorty’s book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989). Generally defined, redescription is a
linguistic approach to philosophy that prioritizes creating original paradigms of intellectual
thought. This approach is anti-foundational and seeks to drive moral and social progress. In
witnessing both Emerson and Rorty expand on this concept, we see a greater connection between

two of America’s most prominent intellectuals and an emerging characteristic of what American
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philosophy could be. If we are to answer Stanley Cavell’s question, of whether or not America
has expressed itself philosophically,? in the affirmative and agree with him that this defining
philosophical expression is to be found in the “metaphysical riot of its greatest literature”, I
argue that redescription would then occupy a prominent place in American intellectual history.

Throughout this paper, I take it as a given that America’s philosophical expression has
been made through its literature and I proceeded to peel back the layers of redescription as
expounded on by Richard Rorty. In the first section, I will cover the philosophical expression of
Emerson and highlight the philosophical aspects of his writing. In the second section, I move on
to defining redescription as the term is used by Richard Rorty. Finally, in the third section, I
examine the synthesis of redescription and Emerson’s philosophy while questioning what a
healthy relationship between the two could mean for the future of American philosophy. Overall,
I argue that, while Emerson and Rorty both have their differences, their philosophies both
offered original redescriptions of their respective intellectual environments. In viewing Rorty in
the shadow of Emerson rather than James, we get a glimpse of a new type of depth American
philosophy could have. Instead of a philosophy that is solely focused on secularized pragmatics,
we could have one that can also appreciate the individualism and idealism Emerson wanted all of
us to share. The greater implications of a revitalized American philosophy include a greater

sense of America’s identity and self-expression. This sense of self can then be used to solve

2 “Emerson’s Transcendental Etudes” (2003), pg. 114.
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contemporary social problems while aiming for an intellectual future that can be more inviting to

differing forms of intellectual expression.



I. Emerson the Philosopher

In this chapter, [ answer the question, “What can be used as evidence to support an
interpretation of Emerson as a Philosopher?”. The first answer I supply is that Emerson gives
idealist metaphysical and epistemological statements regarding the world and how our minds
work. I also discuss how we see Emerson critique materialist worldviews and science. Some may
see this as Emerson engaging in philosophical debates, but I do not think Emerson needs to be
viewed as a debater for him to be a philosopher. In fact, I suggest Emerson can be viewed as a
forerunner of literary philosophers who critiqued traditional ways of doing philosophy and
advocated alternative ways of philosophizing. Finally, I point to Emerson's most theological and
philosophical side being his discussions on nature and soul. In these discussions we see Emerson
give philosophical statements that describe reality and our minds.

Ultimately, I raise another question: What is the use of thinking of Emerson as a
philosopher? How are we better off thinking of Emerson as a philosopher? While this is a
question that I elaborate more on throughout our discussion, I begin by suggesting that by
thinking of Emerson as a philosopher, we not only see America expressing itself philosophically,
but we also obtain an ethic of self-fulfillment. This self-fulfillment is needed to become a true
scholar in a society that can create its own values. Emerson is ready to be inherited as America’s

intellectual founding father. But only if we are willing to recognize his philosophy.



Many scholars would wholeheartedly reject the idea of Emerson being a philosopher.
And this is a valid viewpoint. Nancy Bunge argues that treating Emerson as a philosopher
“seriously short circuits his aims”. Bunge believes that Emerson's goal is to enlighten his
audience and that “reducing his literary essays to tortured conceptual statements, such as Stanley
Cavell produces, does Emerson no service, and interferes with the achievement of this primary
goal”.* I believe Bunge has a point and, in truth, Emerson lies somewhere between poet and
philosopher. While Emerson may not be as involved with skepticism as Cavell makes him out to
be, there is still plenty of evidence that outlines the type of philosophy to which Emerson
subscribes.

Bunge argues that Emerson ought not to be thought of as a philosopher because this
conception of Emerson would interfere with his goals of enlightening his readers morally and
spiritually. But this line of reasoning does not preclude the fact that Emerson really could be a
philosopher. Bunge argues in her critique of Cavell’s interpretation of Emerson, that Emerson
should not be thought of as a philosopher, but then she proceeds to treat Emerson as a
philosopher with her own interpretation. She claims Emerson wants to “transform commonplace
objects and language into symbols of a higher reality”. This Platonist interpretation of Emerson
would still leave him as a philosopher even if he used literary tools such as emotion, instead of
traditionally philosophical ones such as reason, to reach his goal. As Bunge explains
“philosophers rely heavily on reason, writers on emotion”. I would like to suggest that Bunge is

using an outdated model of what philosophy is. Why must philosophy rely only on logic and

# “Why Emerson is Much Too Smart to be a Philosopher” (2007).



reason? Are there other philosophers out there who have still managed to hold on to the title of
“philosopher” while utilizing tools other than logic and reason for their philosophy? The
Frankfurt School? The Existentialists? What about the Pragmatists? History has shown other
“philosophers” who are far more nuanced than only using reason in their writings. There are
valid interpretations that can add Emerson’s name to this “nuanced” list.

Emerson, no doubt, is a dynamic and interdisciplinary thinker who uses tools from the
disciplines of philosophy, theology, history, and literature. Yet far too little attention has been
given to his philosophy by scholars. Scholars likely fear that by labeling Emerson as a
“philosopher” he would soon join the ranks of those who give us the “tortured philosophical
analysis” Bunge accuses Cavell of. But this need not be the case. If we can let Emerson be a
philosopher, we can let him join the Nietzches, the Kirkegards, and the Montaignes of history.

Let him join the literary-philosophical canon that has existed and still exists to this day.

Bunge may try to glide over Emerson’s philosophical characteristics, but [ would like to
make them more visible. Something that is most philosophically prominent is Emerson’s
idealism. This is a viewpoint that seemed to remain with Emerson throughout his entire
intellectual career. Essays ranging from Nature and The American Scholar to later works such as
The Poet and Experience all contain Emerson's continued emphasis on originality, creation, and
the primacy of the intellect. According to The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (1994), idealism

can be defined as “any doctrine holding that reality is fundamentally mental in nature”>. This

> “The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, (1994), pg. 184.



classical form of idealism can be most clearly seen in Plato and his theory of forms (beauty,
justice, the good). For Emerson, what was true was what nature gave us, what we experienced,
and our own words. Much of these sources of truth require an individual. If one’s sentience was
not present, then true reality would cease to exist. As Emerson proclaims, “The world is nothing,
the man is all; in yourself is the law of all nature... in yourself slumbers the whole of Reason; it is
for you to know all, it is for you to dare all”.® It follows from this proclamation that if I ceased to
exist, my world, the laws of nature, and knowledge itself would cease to exist. Here lies the
philosophical foundation of Emerson’s more plain speech throughout The American Scholar on
individualism, the sin of conformity, and our need for intellectual independence. From this
perspective, idealism resonates well with individualism. The former serves as a philosophical
theory to give individualism legitimate ground.

Not only are humans the measure of the world but their theories are also given equal
distance to run. In Nature, we see Emerson say, “Whenever a true theory appears, it will be its
own evidence. Its test is, that it will explain all phenomena”.” This implies theories can be self-
validating and do not have to correspond to the material world. If the user of said theory can find
the proper use and explanatory power, then it is true. One’s personal reality is created and one
can interact with the world as they believe they should. This idea, starting in Nature, is the first

sign of the importance Emerson gives to words and the power they hold over our realities.

6 “The American Scholar” (1837).

7 “Nature” (1836).



Emerson’s advocacy for humans and their theories being the measure of all things takes
us to one of Emerson's ideals: “Not he is great who can alter matter, but he who can alter my
state of mind”.® Our state of mind is pivotal for Emerson regarding how our realities are shaped.
The world is a reflection of ourselves and if there are others out there who can educate us to
build better worlds then why should this person not be considered great? As Emerson notes, our
connection to other humans is still very alive and necessary for growth. With Emerson’s
advocacy for idealism also comes some anti-materialist sentiment.

For example, we can see Emerson critique materialism from his early works such as The
American Scholar (1837) to his later works such as The Poet and Experience (both originally
published in 1844).° In one instance of Emerson’s critique of this antagonist, we see Emerson
question the materialist’s faithful attitude towards facts. Emerson claims “The ambitious soul sits
down before each refractory fact; one after another... and goes on for ever to animate the last
fibre of organization, the outskirts of nature, by insight”. Quickly, however, we see how this

view does not get at what is most important:

Thus to him, to this school-boy under the bending dome of day, is suggested, that he and it proceed from one root;
one is leaf and one is flower; relation, sympathy, stirring in every vein. And what is that Root? Is not that the soul of
his soul?--A thought too bold,--a dream too wild. Yet when this spiritual light shall have revealed the law of more
earthly natures,--when he has learned to worship the soul, and to see that the natural philosophy that now is, is only
the first gropings of its gigantic hand, he shall look forward to an ever expanding knowledge as to a becoming
creator. 1

8 “The American Scholar”.

9 Ultimately, Emerson encouraged us to give higher credence to the spiritual world compared to that of the material
world. The difficulty in interpretation lies in whether or not Emerson actually meant the spiritual poetry and
philosophy he wrote. Did he mean for us to take his words at face value and believe them exactly as he wrote them?
Or would he have us listen to his words for inspiration and edification, while having the courage to create our own
words? I feel he would rather us do the latter.

10 “The American Scholar”.



Materialism in this context is a shallow desire that misses the significant spiritual guidance of the
world. Emerson calls the lover of facts a “school-boy under the bending dome of day”, which is
suggestive of the image of Plato’s Cave. The lover of facts believes themselves to be masters and
knowers of the world, yet this is a false belief as they miss the moral and philosophical world of
instruction. They play in a fixed paradigm that is unable to give them moral instruction. Facts, of
course, can inspire us and be incredibly informative. However, they can only lead us so far. They
are only one tool available for the intellect among many others. The organization of facts is the
tip of the iceberg. Natural philosophy (science) is “only the first gropings of its [the soul’s]
gigantic hand”. Nature and the physical world, according to Emerson, have a moral lesson to
teach and when we ignore the lesson, we miss the larger idea.

In The Poet, published in Essays Second Series, we also see the same idea first seen in
The American Scholar. “It signifies nothing how many mechanical inventions you exhibit...The
spiritual fact remains unalterable...as no mountain is of any appreciable height to break the curve
of the sphere”.!! Facts are fundamentally valueless. But we need moral and ethical instruction in
our lives if we are to be true scholars. The antagonists will never receive this sort of instruction
as they remain closed to ethical insight. I also think Emerson’s outline of materialism gets at a
central Emersonian idea of education, being that character is more important than knowledge.

Facts will not change our character. What changes our character must come from something

11 «“The Poet” (1844).



spiritually more significant than facts. Hence, “I distrust the facts and the inferences”.!?> Emerson
could be referring to the materialist sentiment of his day that insists that science and facts could
teach us how to live morally sound lives. To Emerson, this way of living was what the true
scholar sought to overcome. Finally, this valorization of character over knowledge signifies that
there are philosophical foundations to Emerson’s more popular ideas. Behind Emerson’s ideals
of character, self-reliance, and non-conformity lie the philosophical foundations of idealism.
Perhaps Emerson's most visible attack on materialism comes when he critiques science
directly. “On the platform of physics, we cannot resist the contracting influences of so-called
science....The physicians say, they are not materialists; but they are...What notions do they attach
to love! what to religion! One would not willingly pronounce these words in their hearing, and
give them the occasion to profane them”.!* Once more, love and religion are sources of moral
instruction for Emerson but for the materialist, they are hollow concepts. Emerson would rather

skip discussing them if it meant the materialist attacking these sacred sources of inspiration.

In Emerson’s polemics against materialism and science, we see an important piece of
evidence in the Emerson as poet or philosopher debate. If Emerson feels it is important to
critique these ways of thinking, then it could certainly be used as evidence to support
interpretations of Emerson as a philosopher—one who was serious about the societal

imperfections of his time. Not one who sought to only entertain but one who sought to provide

12 «“Experience” (1844).

13 “Experience”.
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wisdom for his audience so they could live better lives. With the intensity and conviction that
Emerson wrote, I cannot help but think he would feel insulted if we thought that Emerson only
wrote for poetic purposes such as aesthetics, pleasure, and entertainment. And while Emerson
would not bear the title of “philosopher” voluntarily, I believe he can be interpreted as a
philosopher who lies outside of the analytic and continental traditions.'* These are philosophers
who usually do not take up the traditional problems of philosophy such as free will, justice, or
mind, but either choose to critique other philosophers or make their own values. Perhaps one
thing that separates Emerson from other traditional philosophers who expound upon
metaphysical abstractions is his intention. After all, while much of his writings do contain a
lengthy worship of nature and soul, much of it is also practical and down to earth. Yet I find that
intention is not sufficient to completely separate Emerson from other traditional philosophers.
Whether we like to admit it or not, Emerson still contains a fundamentally theological
philosophy with nature, “the universal being”!®, as the single most important concept in his
philosophy.

This brings us to another part of Emerson that cannot be ignored when considering his
philosophical expression—his metaphysical discussions of nature and soul. These two concepts

form crucial aspects of his idealism and, thus, his philosophy. For Emerson, 1) “Philosophically

14 As Cavell seconds this reading: “Emerson, in effect, established both modes of expression, suggesting that, for
America, philosophy and literature would bear a relation to each other not envisioned in the given, outstanding
traditions of philosophy in England and in Germany” (“Emerson’s Transcendental Etudes”, pg. 4). Emerson,
interpreted in his best light, ought to be thought of as a literary philosopher. This “new” way of philosophizing can
be thought of as something that America has embraced. Perhaps it can be said America has a stronger need for
literary philosophers as well.

15 “Nature”
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considered, the universe is composed of Nature and the Soul”!® and 2) “The first in time and the
first in importance of the influences upon the mind is that of nature”.!” In these lines, we have
major philosophical statements, one on the metaphysical nature of reality and one on the
epistemological nature of the mind, which can both be explored ad infinitum. For my purposes, |
only wish to make the reader aware of this more philosophical side of Emerson. It is challenging
to outline the rules and power Emerson ascribes to nature and soul, however generally speaking
nature represents the “NOT ME”!® (as Emerson writes it in Nature) while the soul represents that
which is me. God is sometimes referred to as nature and at times nature is described as an
extension of God. Our relationship with nature determines how enlightened we are and if we can
come to appreciate and dwell on nature, then we are that much closer to becoming true scholars
in Emerson’s eyes.

Following 2), the epistemological impact nature has on us, the most important source of
philosophical instruction comes from nature first. In The American Scholar, we are told that
books and action are to follow nature in their importance. Nature serves as the primary source of
moral instruction for Emerson, which is why some aspects of his philosophy are minimalistic
and anti-materialist. However, while nature is the first influence upon the mind, and the primary
source of education, we can also see that nature is fundamentally unknowable. Emerson

elaborates, “Nature does not like to be observed, and likes that we should be her fools and

16 “Nature”
17 “The American Scholar”.

18 “Nature”
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playmates. We may have the sphere for our cricket-ball, but not a berry for our philosophy.
Direct strokes she never gave us power to make; all our blows glance, all our hits are accidents.
Our relations to each other are oblique and casual”.!” In observing that nature is unknowable
Emerson resonates with other notable philosophers such as Socrates and Ludwig Wittgenstein.
When the oracle declared Socrates to be the wisest, it was only because he knew nothing and
knew that he knew nothing. As Socrates puts it, “I neither know nor think that I know”.?
Philosophy is an effort to overcome human finitude. But this task, while noble in its respects, is
an impossibility. Humans cannot fully comprehend or articulate knowledge of the good, justice,
and the moral power that is within nature. As Wittgenstein would say, “What it is in philosophy
that resists such an examination of details, we have yet to come to understand”.?! Perhaps this
epistemological impediment is one of the central themes of Emerson’s essay Nature as the
epigraph from Plotinus that begins the essay reads “Nature is but an image or imitation of
wisdom, the last thing of the soul; nature being a thing which doth only do, but not know”.?
While this line is enigmatic, we can clearly see that Plotinus describes nature as a concept that
cannot be known. So if we are to receive an education from nature but cannot fully grasp it, how

are we supposed to go about philosophizing? Emerson would have us embrace a light and

balanced approach to philosophy. “Life is not intellectual or critical, but sturdy. Its chief good is

19 “Experience”.
20 Plato, “The Apology of Socrates”, 21d.
21 Ludwig Wittgenstein, “Philosophical Investigations” (1953), §52.

22 “Nature”
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for well-mixed people who can enjoy what they find, without question. Nature hates peeping”.?

Wittgenstein would describe this approach as one that dissolves philosophical problems rather
than engages with them. Emerson recognizes this view and prompts us to have faith in nature
while acknowledging our finitude.

This is why Emerson shows hostility toward materialists who claim to understand and

”24 as Emerson warns. If we can

master nature. “Nature never becomes a toy to the wise spirit
accept this finitude and exercise intellectual humility, we set ourselves closer to the goal of
becoming true scholars in Emerson’s eyes. Once more, Emerson advocates plainly that “Our
science is sensual, and therefore superficial...Since everything in nature answers to a moral
power, if any phenomenon remains brute and dark, it is that the corresponding faculty in the
observer is not yet active”.?> Emerson could be getting at the idea that we can never know
everything no matter what the year becomes or what material products are made. These material
temptations may give us a false sense of confidence in knowing. True understanding takes place
in the moral and spiritual world, not the physical. Emerson resonates well with other

philosophers who have dwelled on questions of human finitude, making his voice one that

should not be excluded from the philosophical canon.

23 “Experience”.
24 “Nature”

25 “The Poet”.
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Why does it matter if Emerson is a poet or philosopher anyway? Well, if Emerson is a
philosopher, then he would be an American philosopher—an American philosopher, with an
“American” philosophy that sought to redescribe itself from the European tradition. This is
significant as it is not immediately clear whether America has ever expressed itself
philosophically. If it has, as began with Emerson, then this could mean furthering intellectual
progress, while inheriting a philosophy that can respond to the unique needs of America. Here, |
am also suggesting a different use of the word “philosopher”. I would like to imagine that future
generations could use the word “philosopher” and picture an Emersonian philosopher. One that
is literary, pluralistic, pragmatic, and tolerable of the individualized journeys we all must take on
our own. Perhaps this way of picturing philosophers would be more useful to a democratic
America and would help keep the discipline more relevant and timely.

To be clear, I am not arguing that Emerson should be thought of as a philosopher. I am
arguing that the idea of Emerson as a philosopher ought not to be pushed aside so quickly, just
because the philosophical community has had little interaction with him. I suppose I am merely
trying to conjure a “what if” image of Emerson as a philosopher and then asking questions such
as “How useful would this be?”” and “Does it benefit us to think of Emerson as a philosopher?”.
Perhaps one point to be made is that Emerson gives us an ethic of self-fulfillment and this ethic
would not be as pronounced if Emerson's status was reduced to that of only “writer”. Self-
fulfillment is often a process of breaking off from the intellectual structures of the past which
provide guidance and support on how to make decisions and live our lives. As I will discuss later
in this paper, self-redescription is an ethical act that serves as an important component of

redescription. Emerson explains, “The great majority of men seem to be minors, who have not

15



yet come into possession of their own, or mutes, who cannot report the conversation they have
had with nature”.?® In this context, Emerson is talking about individual expression, but this idea
can also be used in a social context. A country that cannot think on its own, one that chooses to
be supported by the old traditions of the past, cannot be said to be authentic or uniquely its own.
For America to surpass the level of “minors” and to that of scholars, it needs to find its own
expression. If we can say Emerson is a philosopher, then he supplies an ethic to help us achieve
this end of self and societal fulfillment.

In the following section, I will define the concept of redescription as Richard Rorty uses
the term. In examining how Rorty uses the concept in the second section of the paper, I draw
parallels between Emerson’s philosophy and Rorty’s redescription in the third and final section
of the paper, to trace a literary philosophical tradition that may be present in the American

intellectual tradition.

2 “The Poet” (1844), pg. 3.
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I1. Defining Redescription

In this section, I seek to define redescription as the contemporary philosopher Richard
Rorty uses the term. I aim to speak more on this method primarily because I believe Emerson
advocates for a redescriptive approach in his own philosophy.?’” Moreover, Emerson’s use of
redescription may influence how we answer the question of whether or not America has
expressed itself philosophically. Some notable connections Emerson shares with redescription

include his ethic of creation, his idealism, and his anti-foundational approach to philosophy.

Rorty uses the term “redescription” in two different ways. Sometimes he uses the term as
a framework that is supposed to have no intellectual leanings—a neutral term that has no
preference for values. Examples of this use could be “Newton offered redescriptions of the
heavens” and “Freud offered redescriptions of the human psyche”. Other times he uses it as a
framework that does have certain ideological leanings to it. But at a fundamental level,
redescription is not supposed to have any intellectual leanings to it. It is simply a process of
giving accounts of the world in an original vocabulary. As Rorty clarifies, “The metaphysician
also redescribes, even though he does it in the name of reason rather than in the name of the

imagination. Redescription is a generic trait of the intellectual...redescription is neutral between

27 On a less important level, I also believe the concept of redescription to be influential to the American academic
tradition. This is an elusive concept yet I believe it to yield important paradigms for the future of American
philosophy. Finally, there has been little scholarly attention regarding this pivotal Rortian concept and an exposition
of the concept is needed if we are to fully understand one of Americas most prominent intellectuals.
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liberalism and antiliberalism”.?® If redescription is to remain neutral as Rorty says it does, then
this turns redescription into a concept similar to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s concept of language-
games. Wittgenstein uses the concept of language-games as a metaphor to picture how meaning
is based on the use and following of rules in conversations or activities we “play” with one
another. Rorty’s account of redescription is similar in that both are supposedly “empty” concepts
that provide thin boundaries for thinking about the nature of language.

One can, however, claim that there are inherent components of redescription that give it
intellectual leanings no matter who is using the term. Taking the concept of redescription as it is,
before Rorty’s use of it, already seems to sway one over to certain ideologies such as historical
approaches to philosophy and anti-foundational accounts of language. Concerning the former
component, redescription suggests an acknowledgment of the current and past descriptions of the
world. Simply “describing” is not sufficient. As Rorty was a deeply historical thinker who
critiqued ahistorical approaches to philosophy, this trait of redescription should not come as a
surprise. Giving a certain recognition to the descriptions of the world that have come before us is
an important view for Rorty (and Emerson for that matter). Once this acknowledgment has been
achieved, one then becomes ready to react to the tradition with redescriptions of one’s own. For
critiques, such as the ones Rorty and Emerson supply of past traditions, to take effect they must
come from recognition of the descriptions of others, or else they lose their validity and meaning.

There is also the point of anti-foundationalism that may lie in redescription. Similar to

language-games, the idea of redescription seems to pay heed to the contingent nature of

28 «“Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 90.
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language. If language were to be considered contingent, then redescription would also eschew
objective accounts of the world. We may very well understand why an objectivist would refuse
to step into the paradigm of redescription as it seems to immediately weaken any lasting and
permanent descriptions of the world. It would be challenging for one's description of the world to
overtake others as redescription offers no empowering metaphysic to pull from. One can
understand how many scientists would feel skeptical if their respective research and facts were to
be referred to as one description of the world among many. Scientists pursue objective
knowledge and continue to refine the human relationship to objective knowledge through
developing descriptions of the natural world. This striving for objective knowledge could be seen
as striving for a “final vocabulary” which may have a certain friction with Rorty’s concept of
redescription.?

All of this is to say that, while Rorty may claim that redescription has no intrinsic
intellectual leanings to it, I argue that it does, no matter how subtle. While starting off our
definition in this manner may be disorienting at first, the full evidence Rorty gives of
redescription deserves to be displayed completely. Finally, my account of redescription is based

primarily on Rorty’s use of the concept in his book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity.

I would like to continue defining redescription in the way Rorty uses the term. In this
aspect, I will be defining redescription as a noun that does have certain ideological connotations

to it, not as the empty language-games-like concept that is supposed to be neutral. Quite simply,

29 “Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 90.
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redescription can be thought of as an act or method one takes to offer an original commentary on
the world around them. Sometimes Rorty refers to redescription as an “activity”*® or “method”*!
that describes the world in new vocabularies. This commentary could involve creating new
paradigms of thought but the use of this method need not be so great. One could also be
considered a “redescriber” if one created, for example, new metaphors for the function of
philosophy, virtues to be upheld, or philosophies to be followed.

To elaborate, redescription is a philosophical method, as made popular in Richard
Rorty’s notable book Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (1989). It involves offering original
descriptions of the world around us—our institutions, each other, and our culture—in hopes of
finding more socially useful ways of doing things. This idea is rooted in American pragmatism,
as it takes for granted that what is true is what is most useful. Truth is a product of useful
descriptions, not something that lies under rocks and behind trees waiting to be found.>?
Redescription is also an anti-foundational view. The characteristic of anti-foundationalism
resonates well with Emerson as we will see later on. Moreover, anti-foundationalism, as the
name suggests, is a theory that broadly claims objective and permanent foundations of
knowledge do not exist; certainty cannot be achieved, there is no absolute ground to be held, and

knowledge is transient instead of fixed.

30 “Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 39.
31 «“Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 9.
32 In other words, redescription posits that truth does not adhere to a correspondence theory. This is any view

“explicitly embracing the idea that truth consists in a relation to reality” (David, 2022). ‘Reality’ in this context
refers to the physical world.
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The overall function of redescription, according to Rorty, is as an instrument to develop
social, cultural, and political progress. This end is interesting in that redescription is an
inherently social approach due to our shared relationship with language. Language requires at
least two to tango. There must be some shared recognition between people for language to occur.
Perhaps this connection can be more easily seen in Wittgenstein’s concept of “language games”,
an idea Rorty was fond of. According to Wittgenstein, language games are used to “emphasize
the fact that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life”.** With the
primacy redescription gives to language, comes a strong social bond, whose presence must be
recognized. Through redescription, Rorty seeks to imagine and create better forms of life than
the past has seen. Future generations will be able to boast about how their imaginations are larger
and how they can talk about more things. Their vocabularies would be able to switch from
critical theory to deconstructionism, to post-modernism freely and without resistance.

In Rorty’s own words, redescription can be defined as follows:

The method is to redescribe 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 new forms of nonlinguistic behavior, for example, the adoption of new scientific equipment or
new social institutions. This sort of philosophy does not work piece by piece, analyzing concept after
concept, or testing thesis after thesis. Rather, it works holistically and pragmatically. It says things like "try
thinking of it this way" - or more specifically, "try to ignore the apparently futile traditional questions by
substituting the following new and possibly interesting questions.” It does not pretend to have a better
candidate for doing the same old things which we did when we spoke in the old way. Rather, it suggests
that we might want to stop doing those things and do something else. But it does not argue for this
suggestion on the basis of antecedent criteria common to the old and the new language games. For just
insofar as the new language really is new, there will be no such criteria.>

33 Original emphasis. “Philosophical Investigations”, §23.

34 «Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 9.
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Once more, our bent with redescription is social. We have the overall well-being of society at
heart when we redescribe, according to Rorty. Our primary method of argumentation is through
suggestions and our imagination. We do not pretend to know exactly how things ought to be. As
Rorty mentions in the last two lines of the paragraph above, our redescriptions, if they are to
break free of overworn vocabularies, must also make suggestions in a language game not
common to the vocabulary we are trying to escape. This is an important rule if our redescriptions
are to be successful. In avoiding arguing with the same logic we are trying to escape, we dodge
certain contradictions that could come our way.

Here Rorty is trying to avoid performative contradictions, actions or statements that,
when preformed, contradict themselves. Many times these occurrences refer to themselves. An
example would be “I cannot speak”. To say or perform this statement requires me to speak, thus
contradicting the information spoken. Referring back to our conversation, Rorty could say
something along the lines of “the traditional linear-based argumentation philosophers of the past
have used has outlived its usefulness to society”. This statement is fine as long as Rorty does not
start writing treatises using the same linear-based argumentation he criticized. Another example
could be the statement “knowledge is subjective”. This statement could be interpreted to mean
that objective knowledge does not exist yet the statement itself could be regarded as an objective
claim. This is not to say that those who use the method of redescription ipso facto believe that
knowledge is subjective. I merely want to illustrate preformative contractions and how one may
be aware of them. In detailing these paradoxes, we develop a sense of the boundaries of
redescription. Nevertheless, redescription is a malleable and simple philosophy that survives

much of Occam's razor.
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As one may suspect, when Rorty uses the term redescription, he usually does not place
much emphasis on linear-based argumentation and the primacy of reason and logic, although this
is always subject to change depending on context. Redescription in modern times may not place
much emphasis on linear-based argumentation because this is the traditional way of
philosophizing we are trying to escape. However, let's say, five hundred years from now, maybe
literary philosophy has taken the spotlight as the commonly accepted philosophy. In this time
period, perhaps reverting to linear-based argumentation may not seem like a bad idea. Once
again, it depends on our place in time. We should note that Rorty has often been described as a
“philosopher with no philosophy”.* In other words, as some have said about Wittgenstein, Rorty
can be interpreted as a negative philosopher—one whose “philosophy” takes away rather than
builds. This is significant as it makes defining redescription and formulating rules about the
concept challenging.

Given that the conditionality of how redescription “argues” has been noted, we can now
move to how Rorty thinks redescription ought to argue in the present context. Rorty believes
that redescription should argue in a somewhat passive-aggressive way. This is where the literary
philosopher argues with a separate logic and vocabulary than the one they are trying to move
away from. This method avoids performative contradictions and adheres to principles of
intellectual humility. As Rorty explains, “Rebutting objections to one's redescriptions of some
things will be largely a matter of redescribing other things, trying to outflank the objections by

enlarging the scope of one's favorite metaphors. So my strategy will be to try to make the

35 “Philosophy as Poetry” (2016).
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vocabulary in which these objections are phrased look bad, thereby changing the subject, rather
than granting the objector his choice of weapons and terrain by meeting his criticisms head-
on”.3® Once more, Rorty is fundamentally claiming that his opponent's vocabulary is not as
useful to society as it could be. Rorty sees that a new vocabulary would push democratic ideals
further and promote human flourishing to a fuller extent.

A way of picturing redescription through a metaphor, one of Rorty’s favorite literary
tools to change our views of the world, can be seen when Rorty says “to offer a redescription of
our current institutions and practices is not to offer a defense of them against their enemies; it is
more like refurnishing a house than like propping it up or placing barricades around it”, while
“The difference between a search for foundations and an attempt at redescription is emblematic
of the difference between the culture of liberalism and older forms of cultural life”.?” Rorty gives
a special significance to metaphors as he believes humans grab onto useful metaphors that allow
us to simplify the world and apply hegemonic paradigms of thinking. Rorty believes metaphors
hold so much influence that in one of his first major works, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature
(1979), he devotes an entire book to critiquing the dominant metaphor of science and academic
philosophy—picturing the mind as a mirror that reflects reality—while trying to offer new and
more useful metaphors to take its place. Finally, we can also see the important point that Rorty
suggests a connection between foundationalism and “older forms of cultural life”” whereas, in

Rorty’s eyes, redescription resonates better with liberalism and modern ideals. In other words, a

36 «“Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 44.

37 «“Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 45.
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secularized society needs a secularized philosophy that is more tolerable to the multicultural
forms of life America sees today.

If this image sounds utopian, with humans being incredibly tolerable, and no one
becoming entrenched in their respective schools of thought, that is because in some ways it is.
Some may say that Rorty has in mind a /iberal utopia as the idealistic goal of redescription (by
‘liberal’ I mean the political philosophy that encourages democracy, individual rights, and civil
liberties). This goal can never be fully achieved. But, as mentioned previously, progress can be
shown in the development of our descriptions. Rorty’s thought ultimately shows a fierce loyalty

to liberalism that is emblematic of Emerson’s sustained optimism, no matter society's problems.

The strength of Rorty’s Redescriber lies in a particular individual who chooses to give
more importance to imagination rather than reason. Perhaps it is useful in defining redescription
to speak more on what Rorty’s ideal Redescriber looks like. Instead of the ideal person as a
scholar or poet Emerson speaks of, Rorty’s true scholar would be the “ironist” as he calls it.

Rorty defines this exemplar as follows:

I shall define an "ironist" as someone who fulfills three conditions: (1) She has radical and continuing
doubts about the final vocabulary she currently uses, because she has been impressed by other vocabularies,
vocabularies taken as final by people or books she has encountered; (2) she realizes that argument phrased
in her present vocabulary can neither underwrite nor dissolve these doubts; (3) insofar as she philosophizes
about her situation, she does not think that her vocabulary is closer to reality than others, that it is in touch
with a power not herself.

Rorty chooses the name “Ironist” because those who realize how anything can be made to look

good or bad through redescription end up in a position where they can never take themselves

38 «“Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 73.
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seriously. They realize that the vocabularies in which they describe themselves are always
subject to change. Overall, the Ironist has a strong belief in the contingency of language and a
willingness to listen to the redescriptions of others, never taking their vocabulary as greater than
or final.

To define this character of the Ironist more, Rorty also ascribes certain intellectual
ideologies to them. For instance, “The ironist...is a nominalist and a historicist. She thinks
nothing has an intrinsic nature, a real essence. So she thinks that the occurrence of a term like
‘just’ or ‘scientific’ or ‘rational’ in the final vocabulary of the day is no reason to think that
Socratic inquiry into the essence of justice or science or rationality will take one much beyond
the Language games of one's time”.> Perhaps it can be said that Ironists share a certain degree of
secularism not only against religious language but also against metaphysical and overtly
philosophical language. Suppose language is contingent, and our mental picture of the world is
based on the language we use. In that case, it seems as if [ronists are unable to seriously follow
abstract entities as they understand them to always be contingent on the vocabulary of the day.
This realization of contingency can also be applied inwardly to ourselves as well.

Rorty states that Ironists are aware of the contingent descriptions they give of themselves.
This is significant as it means that the sel/f also has a contingent nature to it. Some may describe
this idea as something similar to linguistic idealism, a view that states “we ‘create’ the world we

inhabit by employing mind-dependent linguistic and social categories”.*’ Rorty has never

39 «“Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pgs. 73-74.

40 “The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy”, pg. 184.
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voluntarily put himself in this camp; however, he does seem to speak on the power language
holds over our ways of navigating ourselves and our world.

The most important point is that redescription is also a process of self-creation. As Aine
Mahon, author of the book The Ironist and the Romantic*' (2014), informs us, “Rorty's irony
recommends self-creation and self-fashioning. Always recognizing her own self as a product of
contingency and social construction, Rorty's ironist is liberated into redescription and recreation.
For her, there is no essential self, no essential language or community, and the freedom to
improvise is nothing short of intoxicating”.*? The personal upside of redescription is that it helps
us discover who we are and what we could become. Attempting to supplant a final vocabulary
would hinder personal growth and make flexibility challenging. Redescription, when used to
develop ourselves, gives us the power to grow, learn from the past, and incorporate our
experiences into descriptions of ourselves that we hope to become.

However, this story we tell ourselves, which makes up who we are, will always be
incomplete. The finite amount of life and knowledge limits our self-descriptions. Rorty explains
that “the strong poet's fear of death as the fear of incompletion is a function of the fact that no
project of redescribing the world and the past, no project of self-creation through imposition of
one's own idiosyncratic metaphoric, can avoid being marginal and parasitic”.** In this statement

we see that in our project (as it will always be a “project”) of self-fulfillment, we will have to

*1 This novel book gives a synthesis of the ideas of Stanley Cavell and Richard Rorty.
42 “The Ironist and the Romantic”, pg. 10.

43 “Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 40.
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cope with the fact that it can never be completed. In addition to our self-descriptions being
marginal, Rorty also mentions that they are parasitic. Self-descriptions must feed on the
experiences and ideas of others, either reacting from or joining them. From this view, redefining
ourselves will always be in friction with our experiences, as we are always involved in a
dialectical struggle between embracing and resisting the vocabularies life has put upon us.
However, this is not to say that Rorty does not believe in progress. For “all any ironist can
measure success against is the past—not by living up to it, but by redescribing it in his terms,
thereby becoming able to say, ‘Thus I willed it.””.* This idea is one of the most important goals
for the Ironist. After all many things will stand in our way of such a task; lack of imagination, the
pressure of conformity, the inability to express ourselves, and other obstacles. Perhaps the truth
is that many fail to reach such a goal. But the ones who do, we celebrate and treat like the sages,
whose words we study and try to apply as best we can.

This brings us to one final point I would like to define about redescription: the social
function it has. As I stated at the beginning of this section, redescription is an inherently social
concept. It is social, not just because language requires multiple people, but also because of the
pragmatic bent Rorty ascribes to redescription. This bent is concerned with the descriptions of
the world society finds useful and which ones it does not. Just as the Ironist wants to find
descriptions to adopt for themselves, so does society. In liberal societies, useful vocabularies
would be ones that resonate well with democracy while giving society a degree of choice in the

selection of vocabularies to choose from. As Rorty reminds us, “speaking differently, rather than

4 «Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 97.
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arguing well, is the chief instrument of cultural change”.* The Ironist, by using redescription as
the tool of their choice, has a responsibility toward society, by advancing it in various ways.
Ultimately the Ironist must continue to ask themselves, how useful is this description? Who

benefits? And what are the current descriptions that must be rephrased?

Overall, it has been my aim to define and present the concept of redescription in a picture
that captures its most essential parts. Redescription is a process of reusing language to create new
understandings and challenge existing paradigms. This process, according to Rorty, can lead to
social, cultural, and political progress, as it allows for the development of more useful and
inclusive ways of thinking and living. This inquiry into redescription is in an effort to come to
understand how Emerson can be interpreted as a forerunner of redescription in the American
intellectual tradition. In the following section, I will offer a synthesis between Emerson the
philosopher and the concept of redescription. I discuss aspects of redescription that resonate well
with Emerson and aspects that do not. At the conclusion of this conversation, I return to the
question of America’s philosophical expression and ask how useful it would be to imagine that

America has expressed itself philosophically.

4 “Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity”, pg. 7.
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II1. The Synthesis of Emerson & Redescription

In this section, I make a case for the harmony of Emerson’s philosophy and Rorty’s
concept of redescription. I hope to use Emerson’s written work as a more tangible medium to
express the concept of redescription. I argue that Emerson’s philosophy of idealism, an anti-
foundational account of language, and an ethic of creation serve as a useful foundation to
interpret through the lens of redescription. This can help us become reacquainted with a
neglected philosophical past that can help us live better lives in accordance with the ideals of
liberalism. While Emerson’s approach does not fit perfectly with Rorty’s image of redescription,
I believe this approach represents a forerunner of redescription. Emerson argues for many of the
same things that Rorty’s account of redescription calls for, such as the need to create our own
values, a critique of the current intellectual climate, and the ability to exercise intellectual
humility over the varying descriptions of the world we give. The edifying value of putting
Emerson’s ideas in conversation with Rorty’s concept of redescription also can help us conceive
a framework for interpreting American philosophy.

We can use this newfound framework of redescription to look at not just the past but the
future as well. Redescription invites us to form questions on the personal and social use of things
while remaining open to new dialectics that can advance society. In this aspect, incorporating
new figures into the canon of philosophy becomes easier—people such as the historically
marginalized voices of the past and non-Eurocentric philosophies of the world. Perhaps one day
we could walk into philosophy departments and find that the locus of their thought lies in

geographies beyond Europe. While incorporating new voices into our philosophical canon is
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only one use of redescription among many, it remains one use to be had for thinking through the
lens of redescription.

Returning to the relationship between Emerson and redescription, it can be challenging to
picture exactly how these two things, a philosopher and a framework, interact and coexist with
one another. I specifically want to address the challenge of how we feel that two intellectual
mediums, both occupying different historical contexts, can appear or feel “connected” in some
intuitive way. Often when we compare the thoughts of philosophers we tend to say or feel that
there is a connection between two or more thinkers or ideas. But what this connection is we
really cannot say.

In our context, I would like to suggest that Emerson provides the raw material for
philosophical inquiry while redescription provides a tool for interpreting that material. Emerson
gives us timeless wisdom and a foundation for further exploration and development of ourselves
and our society. Redescription can act like a crowbar, prying Emerson into contemporary
relevance, while recontextualizing his ideas. We can then take these revised ideas and adopt
them for new purposes in our day and age. The ensuing conversations generated by this
relationship would then—in following the rules and playing the language-game of redescription—
spark new conversations, perspectives, dilemmas, and ultimately scholarship. The fact that both
Emerson and redescription lie inside the American intellectual tradition and share similar
intellectual leanings makes this relationship more likely to be successful. While both occupy
separate historical periods in America, from the perspective of philosophy, a discipline that has

been asking the same questions for over two thousand years, this gap in time seems minor.
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It is also important to understand that while redescription may have some intellectual
leanings in it, as discussed in Section Two, it is supposed to be a neutral concept according to
Rorty. If this is the case, then it becomes crucial to understand what Emerson’s motivations are
for redescribing and the resulting outcomes. To what end does Emerson use redescription?

One of the highest virtues, according to Emerson, is originality. This can be thought of as
an act of creation intellectually as well as as a way to live our lives pragmatically. Because
Emerson defines humans as the measure of all things, the generators of their own knowledge, he
argues that, when we fail to turn on this switch, we fail to live up to ourselves. It could even be
said that we fail to be human. We become something other than our most able selves. While
Aristotle defined man as the “rational animal”, Emerson defined man as the “creative animal”. It
follows that when we fail to engage our rational or creative faculties, we fail to exercise the most
unique parts of us compared to other animals. We see his frustration (perhaps uncharacteristic of
Emerson) when in The American Scholar he states, “Men in the world of today are bugs, are
spawn, and are called ‘the mass’ and ‘the herd’”.*® Interestingly, this proto-Nietzschean
disappointment in the “herd” of society means that Emerson does not think most are able to find
original expression. Most fail to redescribe the world and themselves and are thereby reduced to
animals or “the herd”. To be sure, this example of Emerson’s bitterness is rare, and he
predominantly holds an optimistic view regarding the potential we all hold. In philosophy, it is a

common idea that most people will never be able to attain the status of sages. Figures such as

%6 “The American Scholar”, pg. 9.
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Socrates and Confucious often ask if it is even possible to become a true sage, doubting their
status as well.

Rorty treasures the ethic of creation in a similar vein when he admits “All any ironist can
measure success against is the past—not by living up to it, but by redescribing it in his terms,
thereby becoming able to say, ‘Thus I willed it’”.*’ Here we have Rorty’s concern with
progress, a topic he shows a sustained interest in. Creation can be thought of as a measure of our
overall progress. If we can say “Thus I willed it”, this is an indicator that we are living on our
terms and exercising the vital faculty of imagination. We end up following the way of the Poet or

Ironist, the exemplars of Emerson and Rorty.

A philosophical view that promises maximum creative output for both Emerson and
Rorty is anti-foundationalism, specifically found in Emerson’s and Rorty’s anti-foundational
views on language and its resulting implications for the physical world. This account of language
can be seen as a more flexible vocabulary than science, theology, and traditional ways of
philosophizing. Anti-foundational accounts of language seem to be more prevalent in Emerson’s
later works such as The Poet and Experience. However, examples of Emerson’s contingent view
of language can also be seen in his Essays First Series. For instance, in the essay Circles,
Emerson offers a metaphor for the descriptions of the world that continue to circumscribe one

another. His idealism fuels this view of language as he is a fierce supporter of individualism and

47 «Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity” pg. 97.
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self-choice. In a key passage from The Poet depicting his anti-foundationalism, we see him
theorize:

The quality of the imagination is to flow, and not to freeze. The poet did not stop at the color, or the form,
but read their meaning; neither may he rest in this meaning, but he makes the same objects exponents of his
new thought. Here is the difference betwixt the poet and the mystic, that the last nails a symbol to one
sense, which was a true sense for a moment, but soon becomes old and false. For all symbols are fluxional;
all language is vehicular and transitive, and is good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, not as farms
and houses are, for homestead. Mysticism consists in the mistake of an accidental and individual symbol
for an universal one.*®

It is as if we stepped into a time capsule and rephrased Rorty’s thoughts into mid-19th-century
prose. Emerson creates a counterpart to his ideas in his reference to the “mystic” while Rorty’s
similar counterpart is the “metaphysician”. Both counterparts attempt to give objective
descriptions of the world and a final vocabulary that nails down the meaning of words. Emerson
states clearly that an objective way of thinking that values permanence cannot be the true essence
of language.

Anti-foundationalism for Emerson also holds the form of a belief that the individual is the
primary generator of knowledge. In the passage above, he states “The poet did not stop at the
color, or the form, but read their meaning; neither may he rest in this meaning, but he makes the
same objects exponents of his new thought”. This implies that the Poet can redescribe and
manipulate traditional symbols for his or her own purpose. The Poet gives new uses to old
words, allowing them to create new philosophies and worldviews. This is an early pragmatic idea

making Emerson’s Poet fit in well with redescription.

8 “The Poet”, pg. 19.
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Once more, it seems Emerson’s strong belief in idealism fuels his anti-foundational
views. His minimalistic view that man is the measure of all things prompts him to see our
objective value in whether we can think on our own—not whether or not we are coming closer to
an objective truth. Emerson's exemplar, the Poet, embodies this imaginative virtue. The fact that
the Poet naturally makes poetry, instead of philosophy, makes anti-foundationalism resonate
much more with Emerson.

Here I am using the word “poetry” in a slightly unconventional way, to mean a type of
imaginative or literary philosophy. Since we are hampered in some sense by conventional linear-
based argumentation, we use poetry to make our descriptions of the ineffable more flexible and
further reaching. As Rorty mentions, we can also use poetry for edifying purposes, phrasing less
useful vocabularies in terms that make them seem unattractive. When Emerson notes that “The
vocabulary of an omniscient man would embrace words and images excluded from polite

conversation”*’

we immediately become attuned to the lightheartedness of his prose. It becomes
that much easier to learn from Emerson. The individual and society become more likely to adopt
Emerson's wisdom and virtue when we use redescription and poetry as opposed to traditional
ways of philosophizing. From this perspective, a unique poetic vein is contained within
contingent accounts of language.>°

In comparing Emerson and Wittgenstein, I would argue that both held that philosophy

resisted the examination of details and that in the end, we could only offer contingent

49 “The Poet”, pg. 10.

%0 See “Wittgenstein’s Artillery: Philosophy as Poetry” (2021) by James Klagge and Rorty’s “Philosophy as Poetry”
(2016) based on his Page-Barbour lectures.
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descriptions of the world around us. If we were to think of language as something that could help
us come closer to a hidden reality, racking our brains over the logical inconsistencies philosophy
brings, we can develop a malady of the mind or “disease”.”! Wittgenstein addressed this
challenge by theorizing a contingent account of language while attempting to develop a negative
philosophy that aimed to dissolve philosophical problems. In this sense he wanted philosophy to
be therapeutic, responding to the human inability to grasp philosophy entirely.

Here, we have arrived at the question, “What can contingency do for us?”. This is an
important question as there is an old view originating with Plato which holds that poetry is
dangerous to society—that sophistry will confuse and lead people away from the truth. After all, it
was the sophists who were able to successfully sway the Athenians into sentencing Socrates to
death for impiety. While poetry can move the minds of the crowd, sometimes in dangerous ways,
I would like to imagine what poetry could do in its best light. For Wittgenstein, contingency
would act as a “treatment”>? to the inclinations and temptations we fall under while
philosophizing. This benefit is on the individual level, can facilitate further conversation, and
helps us cope with philosophical barriers. Rorty’s function lies on the opposite side of the
spectrum, where he has a desire to offer new redescriptions to advance society. He asks what

society thinks is useful, not what individuals think is useful. This may be caused by Rorty's

>1 Emerson claimed that “Every good quality is noxious, if unmixed...we adduce the scholars as examples of this
treachery. They are nature’s victims of expression...their life [is] no more excellent than that of mechanics or
farmers, and themselves victims of partiallity, very hollow and haggard, and...conclude very reasonably, that these
arts are not for man, but are disease” (Experience, pg. 13). From this angle, Emerson also joins Wittgenstein and
Rorty in pragmatic critiques of contemporary philosophers. Wittgenstein was weary of the “main cause of
philosophical disease” being “a one-sided diet” (Philosophical Investigations, §593).

52 “Philosophical Investigations”, §255.
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stalwart advocacy for pragmatism, which mandates a certain recognition of what society uses
and what they do not.

I think that Emerson lies somewhere in between Wittgenstein’s contextual therapy and
Rorty’s pragmatism. While Wittgenstein wants to take away and simplify, Emerson wants us to
generate poetry. But he does not care what society has to say or not say about our expressions.
As Emerson illustrates, “If a man is inflamed and carried away by his thought, to that degree that
he forgets the authors and the public, and heeds only this one dream, which holds him like an
insanity, let me read his paper, and you may have all the arguments and histories and
criticism”.>® We come back to Emerson’s ultimate virtue of originality and creation.

The benefit of Emerson would be that we become empowered to create values and
descriptions that we have faith in. This is a faith formed by experience that addresses the
problems of illness and disease we may face in philosophy. As great leaders do, Emerson leads
by example and creates a philosophy in which he could have faith—one that seemed to
circumvent the illness and disease that one can fall into with philosophy. In this instance

Emerson negates pragmatism, yet he gives us more philosophy to work with than Wittgenstein.

In Emerson’s continued explication of human life, we can observe that he gives us a
metaphor picturing how we redescribe historically. In, Philosophy as Poetry (2016), Rorty cites

Emerson's use of the circle metaphor below:

The life of man is a self-evolving circle, which, from a ring imperceptibly small, rushes on all sides
outwards to new and larger circles, and that without end. The extent to which this generation of circles,
wheel without wheel, will go, depends on the force or truth of the individual soul...Every ultimate fact is

33 “The Poet”, pg. 18.
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only the first of a new series...There is no outside, no inclosing wall, no circumference to us. The man
finishes his story—how good! How final! How it puts a new face on all things! He fills the sky. Lo! On the
other side rises also a man, and draws a circle around the circle we had just pronounced the outline of the
sphere. Then already is our first speaker not man, but only a first speaker. His only redress is forthwith to
draw a circle outside of his antagonist...In the thought of tomorrow there is a power to upheave all thy
creed, all the creeds, all the literatures of the nations...Men walk as prophecies of the next age.>*

Here is an example of Emerson using redescription as a historical framework to interpret the past
descriptions others have given. The metaphor can be interpreted in both a positive and negative
light. In a positive manner, it can be used to represent the idea of progress. With the passing of
time comes larger and larger descriptions of the world. This idea resonates well with Rorty’s idea
of progress, as future generations would be able to boast about how their imaginations were
larger and how they could talk about more things. The metaphor could be used to picture
redescription, while inviting an ideology of pluralism into how we approach philosophy. In
Rorty’s response to Emerson’s metaphor, he believes the most important claim Emerson makes
is that there is no “inclosing wall” called “the Real”. Rorty interprets this in a positive manner
when he says “We shall never find descriptions so perfect that imaginative redescription will
become pointless. There is no destined terminus to inquiry. There are only larger human lives to
be lived”.*> Once more, redescription can be used to evaluate new descriptions of ourselves and
the world around us. If we find these new descriptions useful, we could try and incorporate them
into our lives thereby living “larger human lives”.

Interpreting Emerson’s metaphor in a negative manner could also yield insight as well.

The metaphor could be viewed as a critique of foundationalism, as Emerson targets those who

>4 “Philosophy as Poetry”, pg. 6.
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have finished their “story”. However, if we understand progress as the Circles metaphor pictures
it, then while we could attempt to describe things in larger ways, we could also see this attempt
as questionable. “What's the point?”, one could ask. How useful is this way of philosophizing?
There is a potential danger that lies in the Circles metaphor as we risk losing the boundaries of
ourselves that make us who we are. After all, experience, and originality were crucial to
Emerson, so how can we ensure these concepts do not slide away into the ever-expanding abyss
of descriptions?

Rorty offers some guidance on this question, as he claims that, to escape the continual
pattern of subsumed descriptions, we must “have a plausible narrative of how we became what
we are, and why we use the words we do as we do” and then “we have all we need in the way of
self-understanding”.>® Essentially, if we can turn into “narrative philosophers”, as he refers to
them in Philosophy as Poetry (2016), then we can use experience and history as an anchor to
cement self-commentaries. Basing them in history protects our descriptions from wandering into

nonsense and protects them from the potentially conflicting vocabularies of others.

Thus far, in this section, I have tried to paint a picture of how Rorty’s concept of
redescription can be used to complement an interpretation of Emerson and his philosophy. I
particularly highlighted Emerson’s emphasis on originality and creation. These two virtues for
Emerson received added depth when coupled with anti-foundational approaches to language.

Both Emerson and Rorty advocate for an understanding of language as such, which can turn their

%6 «“Philosophy as Poetry”, pg 40.
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descriptions into a unique brand of philosophy. Some could perceive this type of philosophizing
as a kind of poetry or literary philosophy that shares similarities to the philosopher Ludwig
Wittgenstein. However, we must be aware that redescription contains the dangers of being
trapped inside Emerson’s never-ending Circles metaphor, making it challenging to develop a
stable sense of ourselves and the world. To shield ourselves from these dangers we can utilize
the benefits mentioned by literary philosophers. These include grounding our descriptions in
pragmatic ideals such as the descriptions of others, our experience, and history. The culmination

of these ideals stabilizes our descriptions while making them unique to our own lived experience.

I have argued that Emerson and Rorty share many similarities, but they still have their
fair share of differences. While idealism and anti-foundationalism seemed to be shared between
the two, what does redescription leave out? We could start with the observation that Emerson
seems to be more of a classic idealist while Rorty appears to adopt the more modern form of
linguistic idealism. Emerson speaks some about the nature of language, but Rorty is specifically
zeroing in on how we manipulate language and its effect on the physical world.

Once more, Rorty’s concern with language is largely influenced by how our
philosophical vocabularies affect society. He also thinks that a post-philosophical society would
be thoroughly secular. Emerson, on the other hand, recognizes the unity between us but still
prefers to speak more on the individual's experience. It can hardly be said that Emerson was
political and may have felt that contemporary events of his day held a degree of triviality to
them. It might not be too much of a simplification to say that Rorty’s god is liberalism while

Emerson’s is nature. Both gods hold a type of metaphysical power and immunity to critique in
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the respective philosophical systems they are being used in. Liberalism, while plural, still has
some sense of objectiveness to it. It is a vocabulary that is not a possible meeting ground for all
cultures. And while Emerson says that language should always be in “flux”, he ascribes certain
rules to nature and soul that appear to rebrand some forms of scholastic philosophy.

In these differences, we see that redescription can be used as a framework to promote
alternative forms of life that can prioritize separate ends. While we can start with redescription,
we do not have to end up in the same place. Both Emerson and Rorty offer forms of life that
relate to the notable binary debate between a solitary life and one of duty. This debate has been
called different names such as the active life versus the contemplative life. In Emerson’s case, he
promotes a form of life where the individual has maximum idealistic control. The Poet’s journey
involves creating their own values and developing a system of thought they can have faith in.
Rorty, on the other hand, is tied to pragmatism, which makes our interactions with others more
relevant. Within pragmatism, truth is a product of society, not the individual. This means that we
must be cognizant of how our vocabularies impact the rest of society. Rorty’s Ironist wants to
ensure our descriptions are socially beneficial for liberal societies. These differences in functions
ultimately illustrate the usefulness of redescription for democracy. The framework promotes

pluralistic ideologies that do not necessarily have to conflict with one another.

At this point, the reader may have some taste of what redescription is but is still unsure of

its validity. I would like to address some objections that are in redescription before concluding

this section. I will first start by responding to some key philosophical objections before ending
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on a more pragmatic objection. Acknowledging these objections, while not guaranteeing a

complete and satisfactory answer, may still be a way of legitimizing this concept for popular use.

Our first challenging philosophical objection to respond to would be “Objectivism is a
strawman argument; nobody really believes in objectivism, and it is not an ideology taken
seriously by contemporary society”. This is a valid critique, partly because I have not yet fully
elaborated on what Rorty means by “objectivism” and “foundationalism”. When Rorty critiques
these two ideologies, he is critiquing the “appearance-reality distinction”, which according to
Rorty, has held the imagination of philosophers captive since Plato and shows in itself in more
nuanced form in Kant.

Plato originated the idea that there is a reality that evades the senses and that philosophers
can learn about higher truths through reason. Rorty essentially sees Platonism as distinguishing
the “real” from the “not real” and claims that this approach to philosophizing prioritizes abstract
truths over our pragmatic individual experiences. This is a view that resonates well with
Emerson’s philosophy. After all, Emerson dedicated a whole essay to “experience” (located in
his Essays: Second Series, 1844) and found it an essential piece needed to redescribe the world
around us.

Kant on the other hand, was less optimistic and thought that while there is a noumenal
world (a realm of things in themselves) we could never know about it. The only world we could
have access to is the phenomenal world or the material world. Although Kant did not claim that

we could know the realm of higher truths, he perpetuated the Platonic approach to philosophy.
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This eventually spurred the creation of the Analytic and Continental traditions of philosophy,
both of which Rorty critiques in part.

So when Rorty is critiquing objectivism and foundationalism, he is actually critiquing the
power we ascribe to reason or rationality. I find Rorty most compelling when he critiques these
smaller components of objectivism and foundationalism. For Rorty, these two concepts are
anything but strawmen and hold a significant influence over the history of philosophy. The
Analytic and Continental traditions still remain the dominant schools of thought in philosophy
departments today, with Pragmatism occupying little territory among the conversations of
modern-day scholars. What does this mean for redescription? Well, the advocacy of
redescription can be thought of as a battle between which metaphors society finds useful. Rorty’s
opponent is an old and valid one that needs to be countered with a metaphor equally gripping.

Redescription or Irony can be seen as alternatives to the appearance-reality approach.

Another philosophical objection one could raise would be:

“For Emerson and Rorty to claim the true essence of language is anti-foundational, is in itself a

foundational account of language”.

How could we respond to this objection? This is one of the most challenging paradoxes (not
contradictions) to respond to. We can start by saying Emerson and Rorty’s approach is more
nuanced than pure anti-foundationalism. It is helpful to distinguish between foundational claims

and foundationalism. Foundationalism often involves a commitment to certain truths. While our
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two philosophers may claim that language is anti-foundational, they are not necessarily
committed to this view and recognize that their vocabularies are contingent and subject to
continual revision. In other words, when they describe language as contingent and without
foundations, they do not intend for their theories to be used as a foundationalist would use them,
such as viewing language as a tool for truth or believing that language directly reflects reality.
This would be a misunderstanding of their positions and philosophy. This response to the
“paradox’ objection ultimately does not recognize the full presence of the paradox. Rather, it
attempts to dismiss the paradox as a generalization or oversimplification that does not examine
the finer details of the philosophical positions at hand.

We could also respond to the paradox objection by acknowledging the presence of the
paradox. In this case, one would say every philosophy has certain presumptions and axioms it
relies on to philosophize. In this sense, we have come back to the starting axiom in redescription.
Our first axiom posits that language is contingent and therefore it cannot be used as a tool to
uncover hidden truths or realities of the world. What is before this axiom we cannot say. We
need it to philosophize. It gives us a position and philosophical stake in the game. If we dig into
what lies before it, we hit bedrock. As Wittgenstein would say “If I have exhausted the
justifications I have reached bedrock, and my spade is turned. Then I am inclined to say: ‘This is
simply what I do’”.>” Even in the broadest sentences we can string together such as “I am” or “I
exist”, which seem to be philosophically neutral positions, there still lie assumptions. For

example, the “I am” statement include the assumption of an existing and self-aware presence.

57 “Philosophical Investigations”, §217.
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We could even say there are assumptions about time (the statement acknowledges the present
tense) and language (assuming there are others who understand us) as well. Thus, a key response

to the paradox objection would be:

“The paradox is not a part of their argument per se, but a part of the human condition”.

In one sense we cannot avoid having some degree of objectiveness in us. Even contingent
descriptions still contain foundational assumptions. In sum, the paradox objection is not doing
any philosophical work. It does not address the anti-foundational positions of Emerson and
Rorty, rather it addresses a part of our condition—something we cannot help but have. If this is

truly the case, then the paradox objection would constitute an ad hominem argumentative fallacy.

I hope responding to these two philosophical objections can make the framework of
redescription appear more attractive, valid, and useful. There still remains one pragmatic
objection to respond to in our inquiry of redescription. This objection raises concerns over a
nationalistic and hegemonic way of thinking that can exclude those who are not from the group.
If there is an “us” then there becomes a “them” or an “other”, one who lies outside of the group.
Who's to say there should be an American way of doing philosophy? If we allow this American
way of doing things to come to fruition, then would this not exclude others in one way or
another? Well yes and no. We already have a political philosophy—liberalism—that is
incompatible with the way some other countries choose to govern themselves. Redescription, a

brainchild of liberalism, would be equally guilty of such a charge. However, we cannot let
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perfection get in the way of progress. Liberalism has a high degree of flexibility in the forms of
life it offers and would only exclude those that may be excessive and jeopardize the rights of
others.

On the other hand, one could argue that America is in more need than ever to find its
philosophical expression, just as it was in Emerson’s time. We are experiencing an
epistemological crisis in which we cannot tell what information is real and what is fake. This
creates a lack of trust in one another and places us in the odd predicament of fearing those we
elect to govern ourselves. Competition is higher with one another and the words we give to each
other are easily traded for convenience and self-gain. We also suffer from a newfound epidemic
of loneliness in America. Oddly enough, we are more connected than ever thanks to modern
technology, but the question is still out if we can find a healthy relationship with emerging
technology. The ends of healing the current cultural wounds of America outweigh the means of
neglecting the vocabularies that do not resonate with redescription.

Is there a silver lining in our cultural suffering? Conflict often creates a good philosophy.
History has shown that what happen to be the most unstable times also happen to be the most
bountiful times for great ideas. Why not use our period of conflict as an opportunity to
incorporate a philosophy of redescription? Our debates between the “real” and “fake” resemble
the Platonic approach between appearance and reality. Why not sidestep this conversation
altogether and create historical narratives that move us away from debates and closer to social
harmony and understanding? Let us prioritize solidarity over truth. Rorty believed our language
had the power to shape reality. Let us redescribe our culture of isolation and competition as one

that focuses on our shared humanity and common goals. Let us listen to the descriptions others
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have to offer and recognize the common desires and struggles others face. And finally, let us
redefine our relationship with technology as one that puts human flourishing above capitalistic

gain.

Here’s to redescribing.
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