Revisiting

Religion, liberalism and multicultural politics: 
 An Interview with Richard Shusterman, conducted by Wojciech Małecki


WM: Since we are doing this interview for “Teksty Drugie”, which (although interdisciplinary in its scope) is a journal devoted primarily to the problems of literary theory and literary criticism, I would like to begin by asking you about the place of literature in your work. You started originally as a philosopher for whom literature was a very significant topic; your first papers were, e.g., on “The Anomalous Nature of Literature”, and on “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality”
, your first book concerned literary criticism, the second one was devoted T.S. Eliot
, and literary topics appeared quite frequently in your articles and books until the early 2000’s. In recent years, however, you seem to have lost your interest in literature altogether, concentrating instead on the philosophy of the body. Is there any specific reason for this?


RS: To answer this interesting question, I should go back to the genealogy of why I wrote about literature. I was educated as an analytic philosopher in aesthetics and I accepted the Wittgensteinian and the analytic critique of aesthetics as a discipline that suffered because of the excessive generalizations over the arts into empty universal formulas about what art was. It really seemed to me that a lot of dreariness and confusion and sort of softness, and unclarity, and uselessness of the field was made because of these essentialist generalizations. So I was convinced that to do clear, crisp, intelligent work in aesthetics you should start from a more narrow framework and then you could generalize, but not to start from “art” in general because it’s a modern concept, it has a historical origin in modernity (basically, 18th century and then art for art’s sake in the 19th century) etc. I thought it’s better to start by focusing on a narrow field for generalization, and literature was what I had specialist knowledge in. It was always my belief that philosophers should study what they know best, and that empirical knowledge counts for something in philosophy, and you shouldn’t talk about art only in abstract formulas like “x is y” – you should at least know some particulars. Literature is what I knew best…

WM: Because you were an English major…

RS: That’s right: because I was a double major in English and philosophy in Jerusalem. That’s why I started my aesthetic theorizing with literary criticism, although a lot of the arguments of my first book, which was on that subject, can be applied as well to the other arts; but, methodologically, it seemed better to start with literature and its theory and criticism which already constitute a wide enough field and was the aesthetic field I knew best. My second book, on T.S. Eliot, was really a product of certain career contingencies. I was an Israeli academic in the mid-1980s, I wanted to get promoted to Associate Professor and for that it was necessary to have another published book, so I wanted to get an advanced book contract with a good English or American publisher. I lived in Israel, I was basically an unknown quantity living in a peripheral place in terms of academe, so it wasn’t easy to get good book contracts. But the centenary of Eliot’s birth was coming up in 1988, and I had done some work on him already… 

WM: Is it because Eliot was a natural example for analytic philosophers who, like you, were interested in literature?

RS: No, I think Eliot was appropriated initially by non-analytic philosophers because he had an interest in F.H. Bradley: he was a Hegelian idealist and wrote a thesis on Bradley. In fact, I got to Eliot because when I was a Ph.D. student writing my dissertation, which became my first book, most of that dissertation was on the logical analysis of arguments of evaluation and interpretation in literature, and, again, I wanted to be precise and empirical so I wanted to read the arguments of actual critics…

WM: And T.S. Eliot was a paradigmatic critic.

RS: Yes, and he was also available. It’s very hard to find paperback books that you can buy and keep. In Oxford [where I was working on my dissertation], libraries aren’t really great; you have to read in the reading room for the most part and T.S. Eliot was someone whose critical corpus was easily available in the paperback, so I could really peruse repeatedly his prose. He was also good because he was paradigmatic as a poet and a critic. He was also someone who had a very thorough philosophical education. He would have received his Ph.D.: he wrote a wonderful thesis on a philosopher, he was at Harvard and the only reason he didn’t get his Ph.D. in philosophy was because he never went back to do his oral exam, but the written version of his thesis was praised by Josiah Royce, a great philosopher in America. So he was just a paradigmatic figure and that’s why I started reading him – he was available. And then what I discovered is also that he had a very close personal relationship with Bertrand Russell. Actually, one of my innovations in Eliot criticism, and one of the reasons my book made a real mark in criticism of Eliot’s philosophy and critical theory, is that I introduced the idea that Eliot’s poetics was strongly influenced by analytic philosophy while it was always assumed that since he wrote his dissertation on the philosophy of Bradley his innovative insights in literary and critical theory and poetics were all from Bradley... 

WM: Bradley was a Hegelian idealist.
RS: Yes, and Eliot also had a strong interest in Aristotle, and in Christian philosophy, so Aquinas, Dante and so forth. So what I argued first in a paper and then in the book was that his modernist ideals of impersonality, objectivity, vividness, and precision of the visual image, his critique of interpretation (in his early critical writings he said the job is not for the critic to interpret, there’s no room for interpretation, you just present the facts and you make your judgment) are very much related to analytic philosophy (especially to that of Bertrand Russell with whom he was very close in his early years in England, though he met Russell even earlier when Russell was a visiting professor at Harvard). So I thought that it would be easier to get a book contract right before Eliot’s centenary year celebration. Practically speaking, being an academic in Israel, with no connections with English book publishers, I thought this project would work for me. I published that paper about Eliot and analytic philosophy in “English Literary History” which is a very respected journal. And then I got the advanced contract  but when I started writing the book I realized this analytic theory was only his theory for a very particular period, even though it was the most influential period, so that was  a difficult book to write because then I had to recast my thesis and look at his whole career. It’s very difficult to write a monograph on Eliot because he really developed. In any case, there were some practical reasons for my concentration on literature earlier in my career…

WM: But then, in Pragmatist Aesthetics, you still have two chapters on interpretation.

RS: Yes, the point is – to go back to your question why did I leave the topic of literature – I don’t really think that I have left it. I mean I write about Montaigne, I write about Emerson and it just depends on how you conceptualize the literature. I don’t write very much about poetry anymore, even not much about the poetry of rap music; I never wrote very much about fiction, but I think a lot of the philosophical texts that I write about are literature in a way. If you write about Confucius or Chuang-tsu, it’s not philosophy in the sense of analytic philosophy, or Hegel, or Kant, but these are non-fictional literary texts so I don’t feel that I’m so remote from literature. One reason that I don’t write about fiction and poetry is because I have less and less time to read it: when I was at the beginning of my career I was in a comp. lit. department, as well as philosophy, and so I did teaching in literature so it was just very close to me. And when I moved entirely into philosophy I had less occasion to study texts in any depth. There was also a paradigm shift in literary studies where the close readings were so dominated by a deconstructionist kind of logic and I had neither a desire nor a need to write that way, and I didn’t want to be doing “old-fashioned” literary criticism either – I kept my interpretations for myself. But mostly I had less and less time to do that as I began learning new subjects, e.g. pragmatism. When I went into rap music I would say that was continuing my work in literature.

WM: There’ve even been some critiques to the effect that you reduce rap music to literature…

RS: To the text, yes. When I did country music, in Performing Live
, it’s again continuous with my work on literature.

WM: But I guess it wouldn’t be that easy to say that somaesthetics, on which you have concentrated almost entirely in the recent years, is also continuous with your previous interest in literature, isn’t it?

RS: Well, as you see the literary people are really interested in this, e.g., when I went to France in November 2007 to promote the French translation of my new book Body Consciousness I was invited by The Centre d'Etudes Poetiques of the École Normale Supérieure, which has moved from Paris to Lyon, to talk about my work in somaesthetics. This is an experimental group of poetics with some pretty important poets and theorists in France, who do a lot of experimental poetry, and they were actually very interested in somaesthetics to try to understand, for instance, a poetics of creation. It seems that in the French tradition (well, some of it I knew, but some of it I didn’t realize to full extent) the important writers concerned with embodiment are not only recent ones, like Blanchot and Michaux, who are very much into, like Bataille, expérience-limite, the use of bodily practices to get to these experiences, and into a poetry that’s based on reporting on the bodily experiences, trying to capture that instead of remaining in a very conceptual realm. The people from that group of poetics told me that in the French tradition of the libertine poets (of which I had some familiarity, but not really very much: Marivaux, e.g., is one of them) there’s also a big dimension of embodiment and refined somatic analysis (of course, there’s the whole tradition of Sade). 

But, to speak more generally, body and text are not conceptually very remote. In fact people use that metaphor all the time: the body of the text. And when you think about old Greek ideas, if you go back to Phaedrus when Plato is talking about the unity of rhetoric or the discourse you have the analogy of the body, of the organization of parts. The body of text also has the sense of the organic unity and the functioning; the parts aren’t just thrown together, there’s an articulation. So on the face of it, there really shouldn’t be a conflict or an alienation of issues of embodiment from the issues of textuality. 


WM: Contemporary literary theory has been interested in bodily themes very intensely in the recent decades, but I think that that group in France might have been particularly interested in somaesthetics because somaesthetics presents, so to speak, a certain scientific approach in that it recognizes the physiological dimension of the body: it doesn’t treat it as some mysterious source of passions, but also as some sort of biological mechanism.

RS: I agree, but I think that maybe the term for their interest wouldn’t be so much ‘scientific’ in the American or English speaking naturalistic scientific sense. I think what they were particularly interested in and what distinguishes somaesthetics from “themes of embodiment” in literary theory and literature is that they were interested in its experiential dimension. It wasn’t about using the body as a metaphor or the body as a symbol. They were interested in the fact that somaesthetics focuses on bodily experiences and bodily practices, and those bodily practices relate to techniques of composition. The point they were making was that in the case of some of the aforementioned poets it wasn’t like they thought about the idea of the body as an interesting theme or a metaphor, it was the idea of building a practical poetics of composition that starts from reflection and work on your actual bodily experiences rather than some conceptual idea or theme, or image that you got from another literary text or from something else, a visual image, but really writing from the body.

WM: Well, that idea is very often emphasized by feminist theorists who talk about bodily writing. But I mentioned science not without a reason. During the so-called postmodern era science was basically treated as merely a narrative which, although it does not (and cannot) have any epistemological superiority over any other narrative, yet somehow succeeds to impose its hegemony upon us. So theorists either wouldn’t pay much attention to science, or if they did, they just wanted to deconstruct, subvert or transgress it etc., and that situation eventually spawned that whole Social Text affair. What I mean is that nowadays, after the collapse of postmodernism (of course, it didn’t collapse with a big bang or any clear symptoms, but it has just somehow evaporated) we’re observing a need to find a new paradigm and scholars in the humanities often turn to science for an inspiration, e.g. literary theorists in America get more interested in cognitive science …

RS: That’s true. Somaesthetics embraces the scientific and I think more particularly there in France they were interested not entirely in the scientific but in the sense of the practical because some of these ideas of feminist writing, the ideas like “you just express yourself, because you’re a woman and you let that Eternal Feminine take over your writing”, are a part of the identity discourse, but the thing with somaesthetics that I think they liked is that it’s experientially and practically oriented. What I should’ve mentioned (but for me it goes without saying), is that there’s  a discipline involved in somaesthetics so it’s not just that you automatically express your embodiment in a free, spontaneous way just by simply letting yourself be when you sit down to write as a woman, as a gay man, as a straight person. I think the idea is that there are some certain disciplines and techniques of somatic scrutiny and analysis that can be used to analyze (what I pointed out to them) not only the creative process… I mean it’s something that I haven’t investigated, but there are all kinds of interesting studies that can be made in terms of reception and reading of texts because reading texts is an embodied thing, it involves your eye muscles. I think poets intuitively play with that in terms of eye rhyme and structured stanzas that have a visual dimension. Your eye muscles scan a text and there are all sorts of situations that are conducive to reading, nonconducive to reading. 

WM: What is interesting to me is that this scientific turn of which I’ve been talking about is also visible in your own work. If you take a look at your early writings they are in the vein of a very formalist analytic philosophy and have nothing, or little, to do with empirical science as such. Then you declared yourself as a postmodern pragmatist at some places, but afterwards you’ve begun to pay more and more attention to science, e.g., neurology, and you’ve started to mention evolutionary biologists when it comes to the explanation of the issue of pleasure or aesthetic experience.

RS: Well, I always had an interest in science. There really wasn’t much need for me to use it in earlier work. I still don’t agree with reductive naturalisms in humanities; I don’t think you can explain culture or human behavior, or the meanings of artworks, or their evaluation, in terms of pure neurology. I don’t think you determine the meaning of an artwork also by asking what 10 people say and average out the best answer, and I don’t think the meaning of an artwork is what gets recorded in an encephalogram or a functional MRI, if you wire people up. I would never conclude that if brain pattern activations are the same in two works of art then those works of art mean the same [laughs]. A lot of people use science to throw out sociology and cultural sciences and interpretive hermeneutic work. That’s not my view of how science works in the humanities. I don’t think it should be an “either/or” because science is itself an interpretive hermeneutic activity, and I don’t think the cultural sciences are obliterated and rendered useless or gratuitous, or irrelevant by scientific discoveries. I think also, in some way, that the whole debate science vs. culture is a false debate, just like I think the debate between nature and culture is a false dichotomy (that I’ve already talked about it in various texts). Our culture is based on nature but nature is also shaped by culture. Just in terms of evolutionary biology: the size of brains has grown because of our use of tools and language, our body size has change because of our nutritional culture. You don’t have to look in an evolutionary period, you can just look at the difference between pre-1960’s Japan where they ate different food, and post-MacDonald’s Kobe beef where people are just a lot bigger. Body size, body weight, height, bone density, you could think these are just biological things, but they’re also a product of culture, cultures of eating, cultures of exercise because the kind of exercise and the amount of exercise you do is going to affect your physical frame, including your bones. So I just think it’s a false debate and the way is to see how the biological and the cultural work together. This is an old idea that you can find in John Dewey who also said: nature and culture are not two realms apart: it’s part of human nature to develop a culture, and human culture is built on living in the natural world. So art has natural rhythms, but it doesn’t mean that art also doesn’t have conventionalities. I don’t think there’s a biological rule for various poetic forms. I think also some of those are products of history. I believe philosophy should use the best tools and knowledge that it has; that includes knowledge in the natural sciences. But also knowledge in the social sciences, and that’s a place where my pragmatism differs very much from Richard Rorty’s with whom I have also many points in common and who was a strong influence on my thought. Rorty rejects social science as being dismal. I appreciate literature and the arts, and their power to motivate and inspire and transform society. I’m a big believer in that, but I also believe in the value of empirical social science as a way of dealing with problems and not, as he says, relying on literature to save us or that the poet and literary critic render social experiments and social scientific experiments gratuitous. Here I’m more in the tradition of Dewey and the first generation of the Frankfurt School, and maybe even the early Habermas who had a great appreciation for the importance of social research for solving problems.

WM: But to come back to literature, you’ll agree that even though there is a considerable interest in somaesthetics on the part of literary scholars, you yourself do not try to connect somaesthetics to literary theory, which used to be a very important subject for you. Is that somehow related to the fact that literary theory has lost its appeal in the recent 10 or 15 years? People in literary studies discuss the end, or death, of literary theory again
, and talk about post-theoretical era and so forth. Why do you think this has happened to literary theory? After all, in the 80’s and 90s’, it was a really influential phenomenon in the humanities, including philosophy: e.g. in 1986 there was this special issue of the Monist, a very serious philosophical journal, which was solely devoted to literary theory (of course, you yourself contributed to that issue)
.

RS: Rorty was the editor of that special issue. At that time, literary theory was a very hot fashion in the literature departments of the US which were importing continental philosophy, but we should remember that the term “literary theory” is ambiguous. There was literary theory before deconstruction and hermeneutics (such as that of the New Criticism), and there’s literary theory after those movements have peaked. There’s always the question about principles of interpretation and evaluation, questions of work’s identity and ontological status, but there was a time when those movements seemed to peak because of the influx of, let’s say, French and German ideas into what was basically a very old-fashioned parochial Anglophone New Critical model. So I think there was a lot of excitement and that excitement blew over. With me personally, I was very much engaged in the question of interpretation before I ever heard of Derrida and deconstruction, because of my interest in literature but also as a general philosophical problem. I don’t write essays on the philosophy of interpretation anymore because I reached a position where I feel comfortable. When my position is attacked I don’t feel obliged to defend it because I would rather have my energy go into new things.

WM: Or maybe is that because there is less and less interest in the question of interpretation, and hence less and less polemics, and less attacks on your position?

RS: No, because if you actually look into the Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism or the British Journal of Aesthetics you’ll find out, and it’s actually to me very sad, that the very same old theories and controversies are recycled: intentionalism, e.g. I grew up on Beardsley’s intentional fallacy which he wrote with W.K. Wimsatt who was a literary critic and theorist. By the way, when I was a student, analytic philosophy of art and Anglo-American literary theory were very close together. Beardsley wrote a book The Possibility of Criticism which was a book on philosophy, basically. Morris Weitz, the great Wittgensteinian wrote a book on Hamlet, so it was very natural in that time to think of doing philosophy with literature. I had no knowledge of Derrida, or Foucault, when I did my Ph.D. in Oxford. I never really heard of them until I was already employed in the university in Israel, and I never took them seriously until I came to America and saw people like Rorty and Joseph Margolis taking them seriously. To return to my point about current philosophy of interpretation in aesthetics: this old intentional debate has completely been recycled so now you have people who discern hypothetical author intentionalism, real author intentionalism, moderate intentionalism, extreme intentionalism. I have no interest in going back to these things because I guess most of my interest in dealing with interpretation was to get to a position where I felt comfortable, and none of the so-called new ideas (which are just recycled variations of the old ones) have dislodged me from the logically pluralistic position I eventually arrived at with respect to interpretation; and I don’t feel like I want to react and go back to those old problems just because some people continue to talk about them. It’s actually very sad for the field because it’s a sign of stagnation when the cycles of repetition get shorter and shorter. So I think it is being discussed in the analytic journals of aesthetics, but I don’t find it of much interest.

 WM: But analytic philosophers would tell you that they’re simply better than literary critics since they study problems because they’re true and perennial, while literary critics just follow the fashion and constantly need to stir things up: e.g. for some time it was fashionable to discuss the cognitive status of interpretation, a problem that has been surpassed by the ethics of reading and so forth.

RS: I think in philosophy in the broad sense problems do get forgotten and come back. People aren’t always fixed on the same problems: e.g., evaluation in aesthetics disappeared for many years because it wasn’t thought to be scientific enough. I think much of the reason in analytic philosophy for going back to a problem is that people are either lacking in imagination or interest or energy to explore other problems, because that means thinking differently and learning new things and becoming a beginning learner rather than an authority. Also there’s something about the framework of the analytic interpretation debate that I find unproductive and tiresome: The problems is too often too bluntly and simply formulated: “Is authorial intention decisive or not?”. And always the idea that it has to be one or the other, not that there’s some context where it’s decisive and other contexts where it’s not and may hardly be relevant. Contemporary analytic aesthetics is in what I would call the Kuhnian normal science mode of working within an accepted paradigm and they don’t want to change the paradigm. I think in literary studies (where there’s more of an interest in art and creativity, more of a sense of an imaginative discipline, rather than purely a truth generated discipline) there’s more of an interest in finding new topics for exploration than in just being comfortable with the eternal truths. I think that literary studies are aware that there’s always going to be new genres, new styles, and that if you want to be a responsible cultural commentator, which is what a literary critic is, you have to be alive to what’s new. 

WM: But what if you want to be a responsible literary theorist, i.e. someone who should resemble a philosopher in a way?

RS: I think that if you want to be a responsible literary theorist you also have to be alive to what’s new in the field of theory, especially because theory is also a genre of writing literature. Of course, you can continue in your own way, but you have to recognize that there are new ways of doing things even if you don’t want to accept them. In philosophy I think there’s less curiosity to explore the change (again, I think it comes back to a fixation on the eternal), and also less feeling of obligation to change your questions according to changing subject matter.  [Deleted section]
WM: In the paper written for that special issue of The Monist, which I’ve just mentioned, you say that it’s very strange that literary critics don’t pay much attention to philosophical aesthetics in general and analytic aesthetics in particular. I find that remark consonant with the diagnosis put forward by some literary theorists, e.g. Simon Malpas and John J. Joughin, who argue that from the late 80’s, i.e. the time of culture wars, the aesthetic approach to literature and the very notion of the aesthetic have become suspicious because many theorists have adopted a very reductionist stance which boils down to the claim that traditional aesthetic notions are not only social constructs, but also serve to preserve the established social hierarchies and thus should be got rid of altogether
. And now critics like Malpas and Joughin argue for going back to aesthetics, and for some form of post-aestheticism that would avoid the pitfalls of sociopolitical reductionism, yet simultaneously would not succumb to the formalism of a Kantian kind. What do you, as an aesthetician, think about this diagnosis? 

RS: It seems to me that the reason why American literary theory didn’t pay attention to analytic aesthetics was because the authors they imported were European authors who had no interest or knowledge of analytic aesthetics, and in fact in a certain way they imported those authors partly to have something to undermine the New Critical model which was actually very close to analytic aesthetics. So there would be every reason to ignore it because if you took analytic aesthetics seriously, then you would be taking New Criticism’s theory and Beardsley seriously.

But that was just one side of it. The other side is that aesthetics was identified with a kind of Kantian, disinterested, apolitical thing and most of the people in literary theory purposively identified the whole realm of aesthetics with the kind of disinterested, purist, formalist aesthetic attitude so they could conclude that aesthetics is inherently flawed and limited by not being at all involved with epistemological, social, and political issues. Aesthetics meant for them the formalist aesthetic attitude of organic unity and contemplation, and they condemned T.S. Eliot for formalism even though his views were in fact far wider and very much engaged with the social.
WM: And originally, in Baumgarten’s project, aesthetics was a part and parcel of epistemology.

RS: Most people who did literary theory in literature departments were relatively ignorant about philosophical aesthetics, so when they met continental theory, whether it was like the Gadamerian or the Heideggerian or Derridean style, which criticized Kantian aesthetics as a special kind of narrow formalist thing, they were quick to generalize to all aesthetics. So either from ignorance or from self-serving misreading they were led to a misleading caricature of aesthetics that led to them disdain and neglect the field.

Moreover, aesthetics even got a bad name within analytic aesthetics. I describe this in some texts and in a recent lecture in Poland “Somaesthetics at the limits”
: when analytic philosophers tried to define aesthetics in terms of the single essential idea that would distinguish the aesthetic from the rest of things they ran into a problem – they couldn’t find it (understandably, because such distinctions are always fluid, contextual, and governed by many different factors). Analytic philosophers also realized that contemporary art rejected aesthetic beauty as the goal of art. Since analytic aesthetics had trouble defining the aesthetic, while at the same time being most interested in art as the most important domain of aesthetics, and since art became clearly motivated not by aesthetic ideas, but by more by conceptual ideas or by political or ethical content, many analytic philosophers decided they should define themselves as philosophers of art rather than of aesthetics, a notion of which they had grown suspicious. Danto, Dickie, and Margolis are examples of this. So there all kinds of forces that made the aesthetic a problematic notion. But it remains, I think, an important notion precisely because it is broader than our conventional notion of art and is clearly involved in our lives in commerce, social relations, politics, etc. So I think that a new aestheticism that is not reduced to Kantian formalism and lack of cognitive and social import is very welcome. And I think that pragmatist aesthetics can fit that label and meet those needs because it is an aesthetics that emphasizes cognition, functionality and ethical ideas along with the satisfactions of form and aesthetic experience. 

WM: Interestingly, a good example of this rejection of aesthetics would be your fellow-pragmatist Richard Rorty who said, in a response to one of your essays, that he doesn’t believe in aesthetics as a separate field of inquiry
.

RS: I was pleased with Rorty’s response because my criticisms have never before provoked him to respond so forcefully in print. Normally, when I criticized him in Pragmatist Aesthetics about the contradiction about self-enlargement and self-enrichment without a real self, or the contradiction between the strong poet and the ironist, he would write back to me very nicely and say: “Yeah, I guess I really tripped myself up on that”. He has a very endearing way of just saying “Yeah, I goofed, or I should have been more careful in my formulation” in a way that makes you feel good that you made a point, but makes you feel also frustrated because it suggests that your point doesn’t really matter to him if he’s so casual about acknowledging it. But in this response he used his most polemically strong rhetoric to defend himself and critique my project of somaesthetics by criticizing the whole idea of aesthetics to which he thinks somaesthetics belongs. The aesthetic is an incredibly important notion for Rorty and is very pervasively used in his celebration of literary culture and imagination, but here he says that aesthetics is the product of one of Kant’s essentialist distinctions. I agree with his critique of Kant’s aesthetics, and with an anti-essentialist view that aesthetics is not about a single shared quality that marks out all things we call aesthetic. But aesthetics is not simply Kant’s ideal; it meant something else for Hegel, and something still different for Dewey or Nietzsche, all of whom redeemed aesthetics from Kant’s disinterested formalism. Even if Kant’s aesthetics was very influential, his conception does not exhaust the meaning of aesthetics. It is used in other ways and the term has meaning for people who don’t understand it in the Kantian sense. I don’t know about Poland, but in lots of European languages it’s not a technical Kantian term, it’s part of the everyday discourse.


WM: The same in Polish. With regard to Kantian formalism, you say that John Dewey is in many ways superior to Kant, and one of the ways in which he is superior is that his notion of the aesthetic is naturalist.

RS: Yes, grounded in nature and embodied but aesthetic experience in the proper sense is not reducible to a brute natural instinct unconscious and unshaped by culture. [Big deletion]

 WM: You’ve just mentioned Richard Rorty who died almost a year ago, which was a big loss not only for pragmatism, but generally for philosophy and the humanities worldwide. Since he’s doubtless been a very important figure for you, both in terms of your work, and personally, I would like to ask you to share with us some of your thoughts on him.


RS: Richard Rorty is the person who led me to pragmatism. I read John Dewey as an analytic philosopher trained in Jerusalem and Oxford, and I thought Dewey was just a soft, fuzzy, confused thinker. I didn’t really know his work, I never studied pragmatism before I came to America, and it was Richard Rorty who showed me the way and encouraged my efforts. At certain point I stopped criticizing him in my published work because I was tired of doing it and didn’t like doing it because I admired him so much as a thinker, but also as a person. 


He’s someone who says that he believes in self-creation and self-stylization, in individuality more than the abstraction of community, and that he doesn’t believe in principles, but in fact he exhibits tremendous personal virtue. Perhaps because he was virtuous by character he didn’t see the need for philosophical principles to define the laws of virtue for us to follow. Rorty showed extreme generosity to people from Eastern and Central Europe, and to me as an unknown academic from a marginal philosophical field when he first met me in Israel. People who only know his printed philosophy will say it sounds so unethical and they could get a wrong impression of him as just the kind of postmodernist wise guy who doesn’t really care about anything. But in actual behavior he was really a very ethical, caring, and principled person.

I see an intriguing paradox in Richard Rorty’s having conversation as the paradigm of his philosophy. It may have been somewhat compensational as he’s not an easy person to talk to outside of philosophical discussion. I don’t know if you’ve heard this from Prof. Andrzej Szahaj, but Rorty is very shy, so it’s difficult to have conversation with him if you’re with him one on one, or in a group talking at a dinner. It’s as if he lacked conversational skills or did not want to use them. Sometimes he’d suddently get totally quiet and then you are in this very awkward situation of either having this long silence when you finished saying what you’ve said and you’re waiting for the stimulus of his response (an agreement, a disagreement, a comment). But nothing comes,  and so either you try to fill the void and you feel that you’re just talking too much, or you don’t fill the void and nothing happens. So it’s very awkward. I spent a weekend with him at his home in Virginia where he generously invited me, and without his wife to keep up the conversation, I would have felt rather uncomfortable at times.
WM: Now I’d like to come back to somaesthetics. It’s been over 10 years since you introduced this field of studies, and, hence, could you reflect a bit, retrospectively, on the road you’ve travelled so far? I mean, do you have any clear perspective on the direction somaesthetics is heading, or could you describe any evolution it has undergone, or say what you’re satisfied with and what do you think still needs to be done? Are you surprised with all this attention somaesthetics have had from people from such a dizzyingly diverse range of disciplines?

RS: I guess it indeed is over 10 years now. I’m somewhat surprised that scholars from different disciplines have taken up the idea of somaesthetics, but not entirely surprised because I think it offers something new and useful, even though I always have these self-critical moments where I ask myself: Is there really any substance in the project? Is it just a new name? But as I wrote in the second edition of Pragmatist Aesthetics
, new names can be useful in redirecting inquiry, so I could say about somaesthetics something like what William James said about pragmatism, that “somaesthetics” is a new name for older ways of thinking, and I think many of the ideas I propose with respect to somaesthetics have have been formulated in one way or another before. But somaesthetics has the advantage of offering a way of synthesizing these ideas, a way of framing them and bringing them together systematically through a common structure or architectonic that I hope provides a good framework or paradigm for research or theory and for practice. 

I’m happy how it’s been picked up by lots of people working in different areas: from computer design to tattoos, health issues, interactive systems, to the use of drugs, and of course to things closer to the aesthetic, like performance art, dance and aesthetic experience. The more interesting research I see in somaesthetics, the more I realize how much more useful research remains to be done in all the different areas. In my recent work, especially in my latest book entitled Body Consciousness, I have concentrated more on the experiential dimension of somaesthetics, on articulating the different levels, aims, and foci of body consciousness, on understanding body consciousness in terms of the intentional consciousness of the body itself, rather than the body as a separate object of consciousness. I would like to see a lot more work done on somaesthetic critiques of body representations. There’s a lot of work on body representations and body norms, but I would like to see some of that work done with some of the principles of somaesthetics more explicitly working to shape that research. 

WM: You’ve just mentioned your new book Body Consciousness. Could you tell the readers something more about the new book?

RS: The new book is called Body Consciousness. A Philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthetics and it’s published in English by Cambridge UP in January 2008, but it was already published in French in Paris in 2007 because my French publisher was a bit more efficient, and he also didn’t put an objectionable cover on the book. The book really is devoted, as I mentioned earlier, to understanding body consciousness that the soma (which is the embodied individual) has and through which he directs himself and his activities towards the world. The book has several themes, but one pragmatic theme affirms that a greater amount of somatic consciousness can improve our self-knowledge and therefore also our self-use and that thorough improving our self-knowledge and self-use we can get a better handle also on the environments and social structures, in which our self-knowledge and self-use are situated. Through this improved knowledge and performance, we can improve ourselves but also the environments in which. I trace this argument through six major body philosopher of the 20th century. I don’t take them in chronological order, but instead in the order of a logical narrative that I tell, and the authors, in the order they are treated, are Michel Foucault, Merleau-Ponty, Simone de Beauvoir, Ludwig Wittgenstein, William James, and John Dewey. These authors together represent the main directions in 20th century philosophy, and still in 21st century philosophy: directions such as hermeneutics, phenomenology, existentialism, analytic philosophy, and pragmatism, and of course, also feminism, through Simone de Beauvoir. The book’s narrative order is meant to highlight a pervasive problem I see in our contemporary culture that expresses itself in many particular symptoms: our culture is characterized by problems of attention, problems of overstimulation, problems of stress, insomnia, problems of focus and dissatisfaction.  In a world shaped by the media and other technological revolutions and by ever increasing competition for markets and profits, we are overstimulated by information input, overstressed through all sorts of work and social pressures, so activity is intensified beyond measure and we don’t know how to turn ourselves and relax. Nor do we even realize that we are overstimulated and need to calm down. Similarly, we’re not aware of when we’ve eaten enough, so we just continue to eat until we’re stuffed. These problems stem from insufficient somatic self-awareness. Because we don’t have an adequate awareness of our levels of consciousness and focus, we also lack a mastery of how to direct that awareness. So I start in the book from Foucault with his advocacy and practice of extreme drugs and sadomasochistic sexual practices as the only way he can feel any pleasure, and I argue that Foucault’s position (though extreme and deviant from our social norms) represents a strong cultural trend in our society where people lack sufficient sensitivity so that they need to seek pleasure from extreme thrills; they feel that they’re not really alive or satisfied  in their senses, unless they give their sensory systems a shock treatment of intensity: whether its violent sex and drugs or deafening music (which I also enjoy at certain times, though a constant diet of it would destroy one’s sensibilities).
WM: In this context, would you agree with Žižek’s thesis (which he’s put forward, e.g., in The Puppet and the Dwarf ) that our culture is now experiencing a specific terror of extreme pleasure?

RS: The idea that we are being terrorized by an extreme social or cultural demand for pleasure – an idea that strikes me as a recycled intellectualist (and essentially puritan) complaint we know from the Frankfurt school -- seems completely irrelevant to what I’m doing.  My argument is that people have trouble experiencing pleasure because they are so overstimulated, their systems are unable to notice and enjoy the simpler (but still powerfully enjoyable) pleasures that are actually available to them. So in order to feel pleasure they have to go for bigger and bigger thrills. There’s a dangerous physiological mechanism of escalation at play here: the stronger the sensations that you need to feel something, the higher the threshold will become to get a feeling of a noticeable extent. So there’s a logic of escalation that pushes people to become more and more dissatisfied, and therefore these people need stronger and stronger stimulus to feel something, which then makes them less capable of appreciating where they are somatically and what can give them pleasure and satisfaction. I can give you a culinary analogy. If people are only capable of tasting very, very spicy food their limits of enjoyment are much narrower because they won’t really appreciate flavors unless they are very spicy, so a whole range of satisfying tastes is excluded and the more your diet is limited to spicy, the more you will be conditioned, just in terms of your senses, only to appreciate that; what is not spicy thus becomes tasteless.  A narrow focus on strong alcohol poses similar problems of pleasure, where increasing intensities of drinking demand ever greater intensities to raise oneself from post-drinking depression or dullness. But if you have a more varied palette of drinking pleasures with sensitivity that can appreciate also subtle or bland flavors, you can also enjoy drinking water.  Foucault is an extreme expression of this cultural tendency that one needs to be overwhelmed to enjoy pleasure. (The idea that you need to be overwhelmed to enjoy pleasure is not the same as having an overwhelming need or extreme demand for pleasure. Most people in American society do not feel cultural pressure to have pleasure. Of course, we have many advertisements on the media that encourage us to buy things to get pleasure. But, sadly, most Americans are driven by the demands of work and accumulating enough wealth to be secure in a situation of increasing economic anxiety and hardship where there are no adequate social institutions or health care to rely on.)  
The question thus arises : “How did we get to the cultural condition that Foucault expresses?” and the book’s subsequent narrative shows  that underlying Foucault is a tradition of body friendly philosophers who although believing in the body’s importance as the most basic orientation we have towards the world, nonetheless don’t affirm the need for having a developed body consciousness that could both provide better self-awareness to avoid sensory overload and give us greater satisfaction through more varied and milder sensory stimulations. In France this tradition is exemplified by Merleau-Ponty and Simone de Beauvoir who form part of the background of Foucault’s thought and who think the body works best when it is spontaneous, when it is unreflective, when it just is engaged directly in the world without trying to be reflective and thinking about the nature of its consciousness and the nature of activities. In other words, it’s spontaneous primordial perception, in the terms of Merleau-Ponty, and I trace that idea in Merlau-Ponty and Simone de Beauvoir who both were worried about being reflective about one’s bodily feelings and bodily actions because they both thought that such reflection would actually interfere in one’s activity. Beauvoir also thought that if a woman focuses on her body consciousness she would then be reinforcing her identification with her body which is, she argues, how Western society regards women and oppresses women as being the body. 
The next chapter explores Wittgenstein’s analytic philosophy of mind and body. Though Wittgenstein shows that you cannot reduce mental concepts (emotions, will, intention, etc.) to bodily sensations, I show, through critical examination of his theories, that awareness of  bodily sensations can help us you improve our cognitive abilities, so philosophy can affirm developing better body consciousness not for analytic explanation, but for improved practice. I also demonstrate various ways, including the use of this for improved aesthetic experience and for dealing with issues of racism and ethnic hostility. 

The book’s final two chapters deal with the somatic philosophies of William James and John Dewey –the pragmatists in the group. James was a master of somatic awareness, but paradoxically though he recommended and used it for theoretical purposes of doing psychology, he argued it was a danger in one’s practical life that would lead to hypochondria and morbidity. I refute his arguments and also enlist current experimental evidence and theorizing in neurophysiology and in contemporary psychology to show how certain forms of somatic awareness actually improve one’s mood and facilitate action and resilient mental state. John Dewey, who recognized both the theoretical and practical value of somatic reflection, is the focus of the book’s last chapter. He advocated the value of the Alexander Technique of body consciousness and movement that he studied for many years. The chapter explains the logic and practice of the Alexander Technique as one of the exemplary models of experiential somaesthetics, but also criticizes some of its limitations and how they represent limitations in Dewey’s somatic philosophy, limitations of excessive control and neglect of the sexual body that the French authors rightly recognize as deserving philosophical attention. Eroticism is actually a current research focus for me in somaesthetics (cite publication).

 For the first ten years of my research in somaesthetics I was very careful not to talk about either the someasthetics of food or the someasthetics of sex because that is the stereotype material of what people think that bodily pleasures and bodily interests should be. Even a subtle philosopher like Richard Rorty, when he comes to talk about my work in somaesthetics, identifies the field of somatic pleasures with food and sex. I realized early on that that might be people’s first association, and, since I have a history of being a philosopher identified with rap music, I wanted to avoid people jumping to the conclusion that I’m simply a sensationalist, jumping from one provocative, transgressive topic to another. Now that somaesthetics has been established and discussed in ways very remote from the topics of sex and food, so I feel that I can now treat such stereotypical somatic topics. People already recognize that somaesthetics is not a philosophy of  “Playboy” centerfolds.

 WM: In your book, you concentrate on classic 20th century thinkers, but as far as newer ideas, or more recent philosophers, are concerned, you don’t mention almost anyone, and if you mention any recent research this is, like you said, basically in psychology or neurophysiology. Does this mean that you don’t see anything interesting in the recent philosophy of the body, e.g. in the work of Jean Luc-Nancy?

RS: I don’t think that’s entirely accurate. I discuss a number  of contemporary feminist philosophers: Iris Marion Young, Judith Butler, Susan Bordo, and there’s more recent work that I mention in embodiment inspired by phenomenology and pragmatism, for instance Shaun Gallagher and Mark Johnson. But all these authors are essentially working out from paradigms that were established in the 20th century. The feminists develop insights from Foucault and de Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty. Shaun Gallagher and Mark Johnson are working out from the basic directions of Merleau-Ponty and John Dewey, though beefing this up with experimental data from cognitive science, neuroscience, and cognitive linguistics. Gallagher and Johnson highlight Merleau-Ponty’s emphasis on the habitual spontaneous body, the motor schema that goes on beneath the level of reflective consciousness, and, for Johnson, Dewey’s idea of immediate unreflective experience. What my book argues for is that besides the value of the unreflective body, there is important value in the higher, reflective levels of body consciousness that defenders of the body generally neglect or reject, both in the 20th century and in our new century. 

I prefer to organize the book around the great philosophers of the 20th century because I think it is pedagogically better for a book to introduce people to the idea of somaesthetics and contemporary somatic philosophy by concentrating on the great masters of the last century who have defined the field for us, who are still only in the first decade of the new century and still being most nourished from the previous one. If I had written a longer book I might have had a chapter on Pierre Bourdieu, who has very interesting things to say on the body and maybe even on Deleuze, although his philosophy of the body is only teasingly suggestive and not as substantive as the people that I discuss. I thought it best to devote my book to the most important, proven, and substantive currency rather than try to bee up to date in terms of citing all relevant authors and journal articles.


WM: The next question will concern the methodological status of somaesthetics and some consequences of that status. You coined somaesthetics because you were dissatisfied with two things, basically: the inability of contemporary body theory to deal with some practical problems pertaining to the somatic turn of our culture, and then its inability to provide any interdisciplinary platform for us to integrate the research in cultural studies of the body, in neurophysiology, epistemology and various other fields. Interdisciplinarity seem to be almost universally appreciated, by it also has some negative aspects. E.g. someone might say, and there have been actually people who hinted at it, that mixing neurophysiology, or any other empirical discipline, with philosophy may be a really difficult, if not impossible, task to do, and that that difficulty somehow affects the practical value of somaesthetics. E.g., in the essay on Beauvoir, you want to provide some practical devices for dealing with a certain sociopolitical situation of women, but one might say that these devices are either too abstract, or philosophical, to be applied in practice, or too empirical and practical to be associated with philosophy. You further argue that it’s good for women to engage in a kind of somatic introspection because thereby they will be able to better recognize their ambiguous identity as human subjects, who are somatic and mental and the same time, and you say that without such recognition, or awareness, of that status a human being cannot be free. But at the same time, in the very same essay, you argue that men don’t have a lot of this awareness, and yet you admit that it is they who dominate and are freer than women. So I would say that Beauvoir is concerned more with practical, political freedom, and what you’re arguing for in that essay, i.e. a kind of “ontological” freedom, even though it is very important, hardly matters to political practice. Another example is your argument that it is advantageous to our existence if our bodies work better and if we are able to better control them. Well, one might say it’s so trivial that it rather belongs to self-help literature.

RS: I think you are actually raising at least two different problems. One of them is a really old problem of the relation between Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften which is a problem that has certainly created some stubbornly strong institutional and disciplinary divides. People speak of two cultures that just can’t communicate, perhaps a cultural reflection of centuries of mind-body dualism.  I just got a long letter from a young student in Warsaw in cultural science who left medicine because she found medicine so anti-human, in the way that she studied, but  who feels that cultural science is a bit naïve and idealistic because it doesn’t recognize physiological dimensions of human experience and culture. She was very excited by the idea of somaesthetics because it provides a platform and a stimulus, and, I hope, to some extent, a direction in which these two general approaches can be integrated: I think there’s some good work in phenomenology and cognitive science which also tries to integrate natural and human sciences. I recognize the institutional differences and also the differences in vocabulary. I don’t think differences are always unbridgeable, and my book has examples of how research in the sciences can contribute to resolving some philosophical worries (Kant’s or William James’s idea that somatic self-consciousness is essentially something that will lead to depression) and that clearer philosophical analysis of certain concepts of body consciousness can help science in its explorations.

I believe it’s possible (though recognize it’s difficult) to bring philosophy and the sciences together in one’s research, and in fact most of the philosophers I treat in the book are exemplary in bringing these fields together: Dewey and James, of course, but also Merleau-Ponty and Simone de Beauvoir. Pragmatism, as Dewey often said, has as one of its greatest philosophical influences the scientific work of Darwin which actually opened a way of understanding the world and human nature as something that’s not permanently fixed, but something that’s always in the making. I realize there are many problems in trying to integrate different disciplines in one’s writing and research, but I think it’s better to live with the problems of interdisciplinarity than to shrink the field of one’s research (here somaesthetics) into something which will be much narrower and thus lose many resources of knowledge. I think philosophy should always be done with as much knowledge as possible.

The other question you raise is about the level of generality in my book’s “message”. Yes, this is not a self-help book in the sense of prescribing a formula or a method. Any precise formula or method or actual detailed recommendation of practice should always depend on the person’s situation, aims, and the surrounding environment in which the person works and needs to thrive. So I cannot give, and wouldn’t want to give, specific aims. I also don’t want to say that heightened somatic consciousness is always good and always better than being spontaneous. In fact I insist in the book that for most of the time we do better by being spontaneous, and that there are evolutionary reasons that explain this. But there are also times when we need higher level of consciousness, and the book shows how and where those occasions arise, and why enhanced consciousness is necessary for handling those occasions: e.g. correcting bad habits, learning more accurately how to do things, being aware of one’s feelings when one is tired or when one is doing things wrong. The book also gives some general principles (drawn from studies in consciousness, attention, and perception) of how to augment one’s body awareness. With respect to self-help, I would say quite generally that it’s better to have the added skill of heightened body awareness in your tool pack for dealing with life, even if it’s not a tool that we need to use constantly. Neither life nor philosophy, in my view, is a machine that runs in only one gear and requires only one key or wheel. You need a lot of tools. Body consciousness is not a panacea which will solve all problems. It’s one important tool which even supporters of embodiment have tended to forget or denigrate.

WM: I think that explains a lot, since one may get an impression from your works that you indeed argue that somaesthetics is a kind of panacea, or that it alone will allow us to fight some grave social problems. E.g. in the chapter on Wittgenstein you have some very interesting remarks on racism or ethnic hostility. Could you tell us something more about that? How can somaesthetics be helpful in this regard?


RS: It’s also important to underline that my book Body Consciousness does not go deeply into all the important dimensions of the global project of somaesthetics; it is focused mostly on one dimension of somaesthetics – experiential somaesthetics. But the subject of somaesthetics, and this is why it’s so huge and unmanageable, does not only deal with body as subjective consciousness, but also with bodies as objects of consciousness for other subjects. In this representational dimension of somaesthetics, there all sorts of issues concerning a culture’s images and ideals of external bodily form, and of the ideologies and socio-political interests and economic deployment of these somatic representations (for example in advertising) that generate so much social misery and oppression. The book discusses these representational issues but not in very great depth. 

The issue you mention of ethnic and racial enmity displays both these somaesthetic dimensions. In the chapter on Wittgenstein I argue that racism is not a logical feeling but is essentially grounded in a deeply visceral feeling of discomfort or anxiety aroused by alien bodies, and that’s why people can be convinced by arguments for tolerance on the intellectual level, but still remain fundamentally racially intolerant in their feelings and actual behavior. Now, many of these people who say that they’re tolerant, but don’t behave in a tolerant or friendly way to different ethnicities are not even aware of their feelings of discomfort until they come into concrete contact with those races, and even sometimes they remain unaware even when they do have contact with them. These racists (or homophobes) have a visceral problem, but their somatic awareness is not even strong enough to know that they have that problem, and if they don’t know they have the problem they’re unable to control themselves, e.g., by simply bracketing off that uncomfortable feeling and saying: “Yes, people of this race or ethnicity really rub me the wrong way, I don’t know why, maybe they smell like garlic or look dirty or weird or dress and walk funny,  so I just have a bad feeling about them, so when I encounter them I’m going to make an extra conscious effort not to let those feelings affect my behavior”. By just recognizing that you have a problem, you already have a better way of dealing with it. By being aware of the bad feeling, you can try to find ways to control it or not let it infect your behavior or even try to transform the bad feeling into a good feeling toward people of that other race or ethnicity. If you are unconscious of the bad visceral feeling, it can control you without your knowing it. That is a way to combat ethnic enmity and other intolerance through exercises in experiential somaesthetic awareness, in subjective body consciousness. 


But somaesthetics can also deal with racism and other forms of body-marked intolerance on the level of representations. It’s well known that much racial hatred is stirred up with stereotyped images of the race that’s being targeted. So you have the old anti-Semitic pictures of Der Stürmer; you have, if you look at the representations of Asian or African minorities in Europe or America, these kinds of representations tend to foment and stimulate distrust and anxiety but also contrary ideas of the superiority of the dominant European race. Representational somaesthetics performs a critique of such stereotypical images and exposes the destructive strategies through which they are deployed to persecute minorities. It can also propose other somatic representations that are more friendly and promote greater tolerance and appreciation for minorities. For example, different images of Jews in Nazi Germany, who are healthy, strong, and clean-shaven; or of black Americans who are rather like Barack Obama than being dope dealers, pimps, thugs, or prisoners etc. 

We should recall the positive influence of Bill Cosby’s TV show in that respect. It was such a success because black audiences really enjoyed seeing an African-American doctor who had a wonderful home in New York, with a wonderful family and all the latest comforts; and white audiences liked to see that kind of depiction of an African-American because it showed that if African-Americans have all that material comfort and upper-middle class cultural values and beautiful loving families, then there’s no horrible danger of African-Americans coming to rob their own white-American homes because they already have all the material and family happiness that Americans dream of. So it was a very reassuring positive image of black Americans as opposed to the negative one in traditional racially stereotyped media. More recently, the popular American TV series 24 portrayed two distinguished fictional characters who were African-American Presidents of the USA and who were morally superior to many of the white politicians portrayed on the show and certainly looked attractively presidential, yet also young and vigorous. I have no doubts that these positive media images helped Barack Obama to be more acceptable to white voters.

WM: From what you’ve just said about the value of experiential somaesthetics for dealing with racial problems it looks like it’s a method that can convinced only those who are already convinced. To be exact, it’s a kind of a tool which can be applied only when you are already not a racist, or when you yourself have recognized that racism is your problem in the first place, because to study you visceral feeling in order to get rid of your racist attitudes you indeed have to want that yourself. And I can easily imagine that if you came to a racist who hates African-Americans and told him: “You know, that’s all about your visceral feelings”, he would simply respond by saying: “That’s OK, then I should listen to my visceral feelings more closely, ‘cause they’re goddamn right!”


RS: You make a good point. Experiential somaesthetics can only help people who want to be helped. Merely becoming aware of a racist visceral feeling will not take you all the way to tolerance; it simply makes it possible for you to take further decisions toward that path. You can decide, for example, that you don’t want to be aware. That this awareness disturbs you and so you’ll just ignore it. There are a lot of people who don’t want to make the effort of self-consciousness. Socrates famously said that unexamined life is not worth living, but there are lots of people who don’t want to have an examined life, and theory cannot coerce them to do that. But there’s also the possibility that through somatic experiential self-analysis you come to understand that you’re a racist, and decide that you don’t want to change. There’s nothing in the recognition of the visceral feeling that that compels you to try to change. What it does is give you (a) awareness that you have this problematic feeling when lots of people aren’t aware that they have it, and (b) the reflective distance to be able to objectify it in order to work on it. If you don’t want to work on it, your heightened awareness itself cannot make you work on it. On the other hand, these feelings are feelings of unease and discomfort, and given the basic idea of the pleasure principle that people want to be more comfortable, there’s an implicit suggestion that “yes, if I have to deal with these people but they make me uncomfortable because I have issues with these kinds of people, maybe it’s better for me to work on those feelings than to all the time be in this feeling of discomfort”. But many people paradoxically take comfort in their discomfort, when it is a mild and familiar form of discomfort that they have grown accustomed to and that they see as part of who they are. Many people would rather live with familiar back pains than to make a serious, demanding effort at retraining their posture to avoid them. So there’s no necessary entailment of sainthood from self-examination [laughs].


WM: Thanks for this comment. The example of Bill Cosby actually made me think of one of Rorty’s points that in order to bridge the gaps between races and cultures it’s not very useful to evoke very abstract philosophical arguments concerning the common rationality and human nature we all share, and it’s better, e.g., to turn to literature or art in general.


RS: Yes, this is one of the arguments that I make against the people in the Habermasian vein who endlessly talk about deliberative democracy and rationality in discourse ethics. I agree that the rational principles of discursive communication are very important, but it cannot be the whole story in ethics and democracy because these principles are abstractions and life is anyway more than discourse. You can agree to the abstract principles of communicative dialogue, but when that person is in your face you have to react to that person in his bodily presence and how that presence impacts on your somatic experience; and discourse ethics really doesn’t prepare you for the visceral reactions that such actual contact brings, reactions that are often subliminal and not explicitly conscious yet very influential. Rorty, of course, like Habermas, ignores the body as a source that can complement abstract rational understanding, but he does argue that literature goes beyond logical principles to engage your feelings and enable you empathize for people who are very different from you. You learn to feel for their problems not by learning to appreciate them as abstract individuals, as Kantian ends in themselves, but instead as particular subjects, even imaginary subjects, by reading moving works of literature about them. People became much more concerned with the suffering of African-American slaves by reading literature about them, whether fictional or not. The diary of Anne Frank and the testimonies of Holocaust helped make people appreciate the horrors of Nazi persecution, much more than abstract reasoning ever could. So I think literature can particularize, but the images of the suffering bodies and agonized faces of the Holocaust were certainly no less powerful. Face to face somatic encounters can often do more than literature in particularizing people and there suffering, because, at the end of the day, we have to deal with real people and not just fictional characters. On the other hand, sometimes the bodily presence and pain of another is too much for us, so we turn away and ignore the homeless beggar we see on the street, yet cry about people we read about in novels, because they are distant or fictional enough for us to let them into our emotional life. Fiction also has a special power to move us because of its narrative form; we understand people (including ourselves) in terms of narratives, for our everyday life is pervaded by narratives that structure our aims and actions. Somatic sensitivity or awareness does not seem to have a clear narrative dimension, if it has any at all. Perhaps that it is why people tend to neglect it or leave it undeveloped.

WM: Bill Cosby may be also a good example of the positive social value of popular art which you defended so intensely in some of your work, although you seem not to be interested that much in popular art and culture anymore.


RS:  Because I don’t write much about it anymore it doesn’t mean that I’ve lost my sense of its importance. One of my problems is that my philosophical interests include lots of different things, and I can’t pursue them all at the same time. Bill Cosby has given way to other popular, mainstream actors like Denzel Washington and Morgan Freeman. But other aspects of popular culture can have a positive influence too. If we’re still close to the topic of somaesthetics, we should recognize the cultural importance of sport for image making. Michael Jordan and Tiger Woods have had a very positive impact on the image of African-Americans. Because they are so intelligent, sensitive, diplomatic, stylish, mature, and morally solid, they make white people more positively inclined toward other African-Americans. Unfortunately, there are also many negative images in sports culture:  such as Michael Vick, who was active in illegal dog fighting. So popular culture’s images can reinforce prejudices too, but there is no doubt that popular art has really helped to improve the standing and image of minority groups, whether they are Italians, Jews or African-Americans. 


WM: That brings me to a question concerning multiculturalism. There’s no doubt that nowadays some heavy internal tensions within the multiculturalist paradigm are surfacing and that multiculturalist politics is in a grave crisis. You yourself have been arguing for the porousness of our cultural identities, encouraging us to discover new cultural landscapes, but in the present conditions, and I’m not talking only about Islamic terrorism, or the conflicts in France or Britain, there seems to be a little place for your optimistic trust in multiculturalism. Would you agree with the current criticisms of multiculturalism and identity politics?


RS: I don’t think it’s a question of trust and optimism, more a matter of facing the facts with an attitude of meliorism. There are certainly serious problems and tensions between the different cultures in our world, and even between different cultures within the same local community. There already were such cultural tensions and critiques of identity politics when I first began writing about multiculturalism. As I explain in my texts on multiculturalism and my own critique of identity politics, a big part of the problem is that too many advocates of identity politics and multiculturalism conceive of society’s different specific cultural or ethnic identities in fixed, essentialist terms, so multiculturalism becomes a matter of recognizing a society in which different, independent cultural identities live side by side insisting on special recognition of their difference to gain greater advantages than they currently have without also trying to recognize and nourish the cultural commonalities between them;  a society of competing cultural or ethnic monads. This sense of separate identities emphasizes difference in a one-sided way which contributes to multicultural tensions. My approach aims to soften those tensions by breaking down that atomistic or monadic view of fixed cultural identities by demonstrating the affinities, the often forgotten historically constitutive interrelations and interdependence between different cultures, and the way that many individuals inhabit more than one of these different cultures. I couldn’t explain my own life without the notion of multiculturalism and porous ethnicity.  My character has been formed by the cultures of North America, Europe, and the Middle East. I’m a bi-national with an interracial marriage and have an interracial child, and can’t imagine what kind of identity she could have except a multicultural one. In our globalized world, we have increasingly more multicultural interracial identities like hers. Maybe Barack Obama’s high political profile will highlight this fact, as he is a clear example of such mixed identity, though he only has one nationality, unlike so many multicultural individuals. In any case, you can’t escape from issues of identity and diversity by retreating into a kind of narrow ethnocentrism or into the belief that we’ve reached a post-ethnic culture where ethnic identity no longer means anything. I don’t think we’re there yet.  
In our more-tightly connected and more explosive world, there is increasing need for different cultures to be recognized and be understood by other cultures. It’s wrong to identify Islam as a group of terrorists, and I say this as an Israeli (with three children who live in Israel). It’s also wrong to demonize China as an evil empire where there’s no such thing as human rights, without trying to understand their culture better. They have a somewhat different interpretation of human rights because they have a different conception of the relationship of individuals to society than the very individualistic one we have achieved in Western modernity. Of course, there are violations of human rights in China, but you can look at the US now, where one in every hundred people is in prison and where you also have prisons like Guantanamo where normal procedures of justice are ignored. So what’s the record of the US with respect to human rights, when one of the basic human rights is freedom? 


I recognize that terrorism is a real danger that must limit to some extent and in some contexts the fluidity and freedom of interaction. But that does not change the fact that our identities are becoming more and more porous with more interaction, more intermarriage, more travel and communication. Though theory must be somehow grounded in the practical realities of life, it is also the place for imaginative revision to improve those realities. Even if we must put up some provisional barriers as practical security measures, we should not conclude that philosophical theory and cultural discourse should imitate them. Theory is one place where dialogue across difference must be encouraged and kept open in order to seek common ground and better understand our differences, so we can either try to bridge them or make the best of them. Disallowing explosives on intercontinental flights should not degenerate into thinking that transcultural openness to dialogue is a security threat. Armies and police must behave in one way, but I don’t think philosophers should have the same logic that generals do… and I’m saying that as an ex-army officer. 

Another point that I emphasize and is worth repeating is that cultural identities are contextual. In Israel, I was considered Anglo-Saxon because English was my native language; in Oxford they would have laughed at the idea I was Anglo-Saxon. For them I was an Israeli. In the United States, ethnics from the Indian sub-continent were for a long time not included under category as Asian; their leaders were given the choice to have Indians be considered under the general Caucasian category, and they initially chose that because it seemed better for them not to be labeled a minority (or perhaps not to be associated with East-Asians, given the history of war with Japan and the poor treatment of Chinese minorities).  Later when minority status afforded more privileges, they revised their decision and now they are no longer considered in the US under the Caucasian category but as an Asian minority. So in treating issues of multiculturalism and ethnic identity we should appreciate that such issues and identities are historically changing and contextually drawn, which means we need both historical sensitivity and contextualist pluralism to deal with them intelligently.
  
WM: The last question. There are a few papers of yours which concern, in part or as a whole, internationalism in philosophy
, and in one of them you even speculate about the possible factors that might have contributed to the popularity which American philosophy, and pragmatism in particular, have enjoyed around the world
. I was just wondering if you had any ideas concerning the Polish context in particular. It’s already your 4th visit to Poland, you have  two books of yours translated into Polish, there’s a special Polish collection of your essays
, and there are also plans to publish your next book. In fact, I could even say that not only your thought in particular, but pragmatism in general, has acclimatized in Poland quite well. Why is to so?


RS: I don’t know, but I’m grateful for pragmatism’s popularity in Poland and very happy about the encouraging reception my books have had here. That reception, I think, is largely due to the fact that I’ve had very good translators, because books that are not translated well are not well received. I can’t speak for all varieties of pragmatism, but I think in Poland, obviously after the collapse of Soviet ideology, intellectuals were looking for another philosophy from the West, one that was secular rather than distinctively Catholic and maybe one that wasn’t German either, because Poland has, I guess had a past of being both politically and ideologically dominated by Germany. I can imagine how Polish philosophy might have felt ideologically trapped between the power of the German philosophical empire and then the power of Soviet philosophy and ideology. My style of pragmatism gives considerable attention to the aesthetic, and Polish cultured society, which is the kind of society that reads philosophy books, has a rich tradition of the love of art and the aesthetic. I suspect they responded favorably to my work because of their appreciation of aesthetics. Pragmatist philosophy also offers an American ideology that, contrary to the common meaning of the term “pragmatism,” is interested in the ends of human flourishing and not just in practical business-making. So the idea of aesthetic pragmatism or pragmatist aesthetics shows how American practical and progressive ideology can have an important aesthetic dimension, which makes it more palatable to intellectuals in Europe, who rightly don’t want their values reduced to mercantile commercial values. And my own writings contain considerable criticism of free market capitalism in its extreme forms and of the consumerist commercial model that dominates so much of American society. Although I’m an advocate of the aesthetic validity and potential of popular culture, at the same time I’m not someone who is blind to its weaknesses, dangers, and distortions, and its exploitative uses. The fact that I’m a binational and was educated in Israel, where there’s a large central-European and eastern-European and, notably, Polish cultural background, probably has made my sensibility and cultural style more in tune with the cultural style, background, assumptions, and proclivities of many Polish intellectuals, particularly younger intellectuals who have had more exposure to American culture. All these are merely improvised hypotheses – at the end of a long interview during a demanding but rewarding lecture tour through Poland -- to explain why the Polish intellectual community seems to understand my work so well, but these hypotheses suggest an explanatory story that makes sense to me.  

WM: Thank you very much for the interview.
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