Contingency, Irony and Solidarity – Richard Rorty

1. About two hundred years age, the idea that truth was made rather than found began to take hold of the imagination of Europe.
2. Truth cannot be out there – cannot exist independently of the human mind – because sentences cannot so exist, or be out there.  The world is out there, but descriptions of the  world are not.  Only descriptions of the world  can be true or false.  The world on its own – unaided by the describing activities of human beings – cannot.

3. The suggestion that truth, as well as the world, is out there is a legacy of an age in which the world was seen as the creation of a being  who had a language of his own.  If we cease to attempt to make sense of the idea of such a nonhuman language, we shall not be tempted to confuse the platitude that the world may cause us to be justified in believing a sentence true with the claim that the world splits itself up, on its own initiative, into sentence-shaped chunks called ‘facts’.  But if one clings to the notion of self-subsistent facts, it is easy to start capitalising the word ‘truth’ and treating it as something identical either with God or with the world as God’s project.  Then one will say, for example, that Truth is great, and will prevail.
4. The world does not speak.  Only we do.  The world can, once we have programmed ourselves with a language, cause us to hold beliefs.  But it cannot propose a language for us to speak.

5. To say that we should drop the idea of truth as out there waiting to be discovered is not to say that we have discovered that, out there, there is no truth.  It is to say that our purposes would be served best by ceasing to see truth as a deep matter, as a topic of philosophical interest, or ‘true’ as a term which repays ‘analysis’.  

6. The method is to redescribe lots and lots of things in new ways, until you have created a pattern of linguistic behaviour which will tempt the rising generation to adopt it, thereby causing them to look for appropriate new forms of non linguistic behaviour, for example the adoption of new scientific equipment or new social institutions.  

7. To see the history of language, and thus of the arts, the sciences, and the moral sense, as the history of metaphor is to drop the picture of the human mind, or human languages, becoming better and better suited to the purposes for which God or Nature designed them, for example, able to express more and more meanings or to represent more and more facts.  The idea that language has purpose goes once the idea of language as a medium goes.  A culture which renounced both ideas would be the triumph of those tendencies in modern thought which began two hundred years ago, the tendencies common to German idealism, Romantic poetry, and utopian politics.
8. To drop the idea of languages as representations, and to be thoroughly Wittgensteinian in our approach to languages, would be to de-divinize the world.  Only if we do that can we fully accept the argument I offered earlier – the argument that since truth is a property of sentences, since sentences are dependent for their existence upon vocabularies, and since vocabularies are made by human beings, so are truths.

9. For it is essential to my view that we have no prelinguistic consciousness to which language needs to be adequate, no deep sense of how things are which it is the duty of philosophers to spell out in language.

10. To put the same point another way, the Western philosophical tradition thinks of a human life as a triumph just insofar as it breaks out of the world of time, appearance, and idiosyncratic opinion into another world – into the world of enduring truth.  Nietzsche, by contrast, he thinks the important boundary to cross is not the one separating time from atemporal truth but rather the one which divides the old from the new.  He thinks a human life triumphant just insofar as it escapes from the inherited descriptions of the contingencies of its existence and finds new descriptions.  This is the difference between the will to truth and the will to self-overcoming.  It is the difference between thinking of redemption as making contact with something larger and more enduring than oneself and redemption as Nietzsche describes it: ‘recreating all ‘it was’ into a ‘thus I willed it’.

