More Than Words
Richard Rorty, who spoke in Lund on Friday at a meeting of the Filosofisk förening, is one of the most famous philosophers in the world. He has been an active contributor to the debate that has exercised philosophers for many years now about whether or not things actually exist. 
Rorty and other philosophers like him feel quite strongly that it makes no sense to say that things actually exist. And we should stop thinking that science, that is, understanding how things work, has anything to do with the truth. Rorty feels especially strongly about there not being anything that is true.
All we can do, or, rather, all philosophers can do, is talk about things, and to think that we can actually know anything true about how things really are is an illusion. Rorty calls himself an “antiessentialist” and an anti-Platonist because he thinks that some two thousand years ago a Greek philosopher named Plato set philosophy on the wrong path by trying to help people get to the essence of things and, by so doing, learn to know what is true. Rorty has spent his life as a philosopher trying to get people to reject Plato and give up the truth and merely get on with their lives. Like the American philosopher John  Dewey, who is Rorty’s main intellectual hero, science merely provides useful tools for doing certain things. 
For Rorty, reality and truth are, like everything else that exists, merely words that we use. And if people could give up believing in reality and the essence of things, we could stay out of a lot of trouble. This sort of philosophy has been quite popular since the 1960s when science seemed to cause more problems than it solved, and many people started to question the role that science played in society. Rorty was one of the people, along with Michel Foucault and Louis Althusser in France, who helped give those people who were questioning the role of science in society a sort of philosophy of their own. 
But as I see it, they went too far. Inspired by Friedrich Neitzsche and Ludwig Wittgenstein, Rorty and Foucault encouraged many philosophers to take what has been called a “linguistic turn”.  But perhaps it is more accurate to call it a linguistic reduction. For what they did is that they reduced philosophy to talking about words rather than things, and they reduced the role of philosophy in society to playing language games. The disciples of Foucault call what they do discourse analysis, and Rorty calls what he does pragmatist philosophy, but actually what they do is talk about words. And that is a pity. Because we all know that there is more to life than words, even though words are undeniably important. And at least I would appreciate it if more philosophers, and academics in general, for that matter – for the linguistic turn is not confined to philosophers - did something more than talk about words. 
In Lund Rorty talked about the words, “science” and “religion” and although we all know that there are lots of problems in the world that are caused by science and religion, Rorty didn’t talk about those problems. Instead he talked about a fictitious person named Professor Ryan who was both an evolutionary biologist and a practicing Catholic. As he put it, she used one set of words during the week and another set of words on Sundays. And, according to Rorty, there was nothing incompatible with that. Science was not incompatible with religion as long as we think of those activities as words.  
But out there in the real world people are killing each other every day because of religion, using weapons that are made with the help of science. In other words, things are more than words. 
Andrew Jamison

