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How do you do, Herr Heidegger?

WITTGENSTEIN once said that if a lion
could speak we wouldn’t understand it. Be
that as it may, it s certainly true that if Conti-
nental philosophers all spoke English, most
British and American philosophers ~still
wouldn’t have much idea what they were say-
ing. The two traditions divided about a century
ago, and have been moving steadily apart ever
since.

The analytic philosophers of the Anglo-
phone countries take science as their model,
and pledge allegiance to truth and rationality.
Their counterparts in France and Germany
view absolute truth as a dangerous myth, and
instead explore the way different thinkers con-
struct their own worlds. By now there is almost
no point of contact, and the two sides view
each other with disdain. We think they suffer
from undisciplined logorrhoea, and they, no
doubt, think we are cold and aloof.

Richard Rorty is one of the few philoso-
phers to try to bridge the divide. He began as
an ordinary analytic philosopher at Princeton
who specialised in the mind-body problem.
But for the past couple of decades his writings
have been devoted to the thesis that Continen-
tal ways of thought are less foreign than they
might seem. He points out that an important
strain in analytic philosophy of language has
always echoed Continental doubts about the
ability of language to mirror the world objec-
tively. He cites the contemporary theorists
Donald Davidson and Hilary Putnam, and
traces the ancestry of this line back to the turn-
of-thecentury American _pragmatism of
‘William James and John Dewey.

Rorty has made a stir in the academy,
though not so much in the philosophy depart-
ments as in departments of English literature.
Literary scholars have long felt more philo-
sophical affinity with the freewheeling Conti-
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nentals than with their dry analytic colleagues,
and the recent explosion of literary “theory”
has led to a positive frenzy of interest in the
latest versions of post-structuralism and
deconstructionism. Yet the dismissiveness of
the official philosophers has always rankled,
and one could almost hear the sigh of gratifi-
cation when a respectable Princeton philoso-
pher like Rorty confirmed that the Parisian
debates were of genuine significance after all.

‘The philosophers in the philosophy depart-
ments, however, have remained less enthusi-
astic, and these two new collections of Rorty’s
papers give some indication why. An immedi-
ate problem facing any philosopher who
rejects the authority of reason is to explain
what philosophers are then supposed to do.
Rorty’s favourite answer invokes Michael
Oakeshott's dictum that philosophers are “a
‘voice in the conversation of mankind”. And in
this role Rorty is certainly a master. Like the
perfect cocktail party host, he never stops
‘making introductions: “Herr Heidegger, you
‘must meet Donald Davidson. He has such an
interesting theory. Professor Derrida, of
course you know John Dewey already. But let
me take you over to Hilary Putnam. You'll
have so much in common.”

The trouble is that, in all the hubbub, we
never really get to know anyone properly. It is
all right for those already in the circle. But

outsiders will find some of Rorty’s friends’
ideas rather odd. Do they really think that
scientific truth is a human construction, that
scientific theories about Aids viruses, say, or
about holes in the ozone layer, don't really
correspond to the way things are? Apparently
they do. But anybody boring enough to ask
why will find that Rorty is too busy making
introductions to stop and explain.

Still, science was never a very good topic for
conversation. The people at Rorty’s party are
‘much more interested in aesthetics, morality
and politics, areas in which relativist doubts
about reason are more familiar. But even here
an uninitiated reader may feel uncasy. If rea-
son loses sway over ethical questions, then
what is 1o stop brute power taking over? At
first sight it may seem liberating to reject con-
ventional morality as merely one system
among many. But the denial of moral reason
cuts both ways, and the danger is that it will
simply remove the one weapon available to the
poor and marginal against the powerful.

It should be said that Rorty himself is far
‘more alive to this worry than the many English
department revolutionaries who somehow as-
sume that the death of reason gives them a
monopoly on the truth. In the end, however,
Rorty insists, we cannot escape the assump-
tions of our own community. Which communi-
tyis that? Rorty nails his colours to the mast of
the “rich North Atlantic democracies”,
emphasising their liberal virtues of self-criti-
cism and tolerance, and quoting Winston
Churchill’s view that democracy is the worst
form of government imaginable, except for all
the others which have been tried so far. Many
readers will feel in sympathy with Rorty’s
sentiments here. It is a pity that he does not
give us reason (o view them as more than just
another conversational gambit.

medieval life — all cold, mud, and chick-
en droppings on the floor — is brilliant. A
fairy-tale for grown-ups. Candice Rodd
' Against Religion by A N Wilson, Chatto
Counterblasts £3.99.

good sense. It will be a great solace to
those who suspect that the world is losing
its reason. Let's hope that the people he
offends are content just to wish the flames
of hell on him, rather than try and send
him there early. Nicholas Lezard
 Solomon Gursky Was Here by Morde-

1899, is meant to have died in a 1934 air
crash, but writer Moses Berger thinks
something more than legend lives on. The
novel charts his wild-goose chase, raising
‘questions about art, exile, memory, Cana-
da and the imagination. Rich in character,
incident and comic invention, but a bit
limp 3 Maureen Freely
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show you
shop of Mr Jonathan Burge, carpenter
and builder in the village of Hayslope,

June, in the year of our Lord, 1799.
George Eliot: Adam Bede (1859)

TO Margaret — I hope that it will
ot set the reader against her — the
station of King’s Cross had always sug-
gested Infinity. Its very situation —
withdrawn a little behind the facile

could stop her.
E M Forster: Howards End (1910)

THE simplest way of telling a story is in
the voice of a storyteller, which may be the
anonymous voice of folk-tale (“Once upon
atime there was a beautiful princess”), or
of the epic bard (“Arms and the man
sing”), or the confiding, companionable,
sententious authorial voice of classic fic-
tion from Henry Fielding to George Eliot.

At the beginning of Adam Bede, by a
neat rhetorical trick with the drop of ink
on the end of her pen, George Eliot trans-
forms the act of writing into a kind of
speaking, a direct yet intimate address to
the reader. The nugget of information
about Egyptian sorcerers has no narrative
function, but is not without interest in it-
self. We read fiction, after all, not just for
the story, but to enlarge our knowledge
and understanding of the world. The au-
thorial narrative method is particularly
suited to incorporating this kind of ency-
clopaedic knowledge and proverbial
wisdom.

Around the turn of the century, how-
ever, the intrusive authorial voice fell into
disfavour, partly because it detracts from
realistic illusion and reduces the emotion-
al intensity of the experience being repre-
sented, by calling attention to the act of
narrating. It also claims a kind of author-
ity, a God-like omniscience, which our
sceptical and relativistic age is reluctant to
grant to anyone. Modern fiction has tend-
ed to suppress or eliminate the authorial
voice, by presenting the action through the
consciousness of the characters, or by
handing over to them the narrative task
itself. When the intrusive authorial voice is
employed, it's usually with a certain ironic
self-consciousness, as in the passage from
Howards End. 1t occurs in the second
chapter, when the Bloomsburyite Marga-
ret Schlegel, having heard that her sister
Helen has fallen in love with the younger
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son of a nouveau riche captain of industry,
despatches her aunt to investigate.

Howards End is a Condition of England
novel, and the sense of the country as an
organic whole, with a spiritually inspiring,
essentially agrarian past, and a problemat-
ic future overshadowed by commerce and
industry, is what gives a representative sig-
nificance to the characters and their rela-
tionships. This theme reaches its visionary
climax in Chapter 19, where, from the high
vantage point of the Purbeck hills, the
author poses the question of whether Eng-
land belongs to those who have created
her wealth and power or “to those who .. .
have somehow seen her, seen the whole
island at once, lying as a jewel in a silver
sea, sailing as a ship of souls, with all the
brave worlds flect accompanying her to-
wards eternity”.

Both the author and Margaret clearly
belong to the visionary company. The In-
finity that Margaret associates with King's
Cross station is equivalent to the eternity
towards which the ship of England is sail-
ing, while the materialism and prosperity
on which King’s Cross adversely com-
‘ments belong to the world of the Wilcoxes.

Intrusive Author

The solidarity of sentiment between
author and heroine is obvious in the style:
only the shift to a past tense — “implied a
comment”, “were fit portals’ —
distinguishes Margaret’s thoughts, gram-
matically, from the authorial voice. In-
deed, Forster is overtly — some might say,
overly — protective towards his heroine.

“To Margaret — I hope it will not set
the reader against her...” and “If you
think this ridiculous, remember that it is
not Margaret who is telling you about it”
are risky moves, which come near to creat-
ing the effect Erving Goffman calls
“breaking frame” — when some rule or
convention by which we organise a partic-
ular type of experience is trangressed.
These phrases bring into the narrative
what realistic illusion normally requires us
to suppress o bracket off — our knowl-
edge that we are reading a novel.

It is a device much favoured by
postmodernist writers contemptuous of
traditional realism, but Forster does not, I
think, want to undermine the credibility of
his narrative? So what is he after? By
making a playful, self-deprecating refer-
ence to his own authorial function, he ob-
tains permission, as it were, to indulge in
those high-flown authorial disquisitions
about history and metaphysics scattered
throughout the novel, which he saw as
necessary to its thematic purpose. Urbane
humour is a way of deflecting and disarm-
ing the possible reader-response of “Come
off it/” which this kind of authorial
generalising invites. He also makes a joke
out of the interruption of narrative
‘momentum which such passages inevitably
entail, by apologetically “hastening” to
return us to the story, and ending his chap-
ter with a fine effect of suspense.

But that is a subject for another day.
W Next week: Suspense.
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