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"But—," said Bilbo. 

"No time for it," said the wizard. 

"But—," said Bilbo again. 

"No time for that either! Off you go!" 

—J. R. R. Tolkien, The Hobbit 
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Preface 

Here is one way of approaching this essay: ideas and the conclusions drawn from them 

form arguments which (try to) cogently argue a position. That is the normal way to approach 

serious academic things like philosophy. However, try thinking of this essay in another way: as 

just another story in a long tradition of stories. It presumes some familiarity with the other 

writers of the tribe of philosophers and the peculiar language they speak, just as James Joyce's 

Finnegan's Wake, for example, presumes some familiarity with other literature in the Western 

cultural tradition. Try thinking of it in terms of description and redescription, suggestion and 

conversation, rather than conclusions and arguments. Some might object that I am being overly 

subjective (whatever that means!). Of them I ask only that they evaluate the historicity and 

contingency of their own positions before dismissing mine. 

My central theme is that human beings are story-tellers, and that the stories people 

have told throughout our shared cultural history have amazingly important consequences for 

us Late-Modern peoples in the twentieth century. I will be looking at a history of the effects 

of some of these stories: the belief in god our father, the trust that clock-time is the only way 

to measure good times, the assumption that technology leads onward, always and ever toward 

progress, and the faith that the gleaming crystal palaces of civilization have infinitely greater 

worth than the good earth upon which they are perched. In the first section I will suggest an 

interpretive perspective centering on the them of language as metaphor. The sections that 

follow show the implications of this hermeneutic—in relation to women and men and the 

evolutionary matrix of time in which we are embraced; in relation to the wilderness which 

sustains us, and in relation to the modern social order which enframes us. In the final section 



Preface/iv 

I will try to show how this understanding of language may help reawaken a sense of the sacred. 

I would like to thank the members of the Department of Philosophy and Religion 

Studies at the University of North Texas for their sincere encouragement. Particularly, I would 

like to offer my gratitude to Max Oelschlaeger for his enthusiasm and example—and for time 

shared in the Guadalupe Mountains; to Pete Gunter, for reminding me of the importance of 

maintaining an openness to the sciences and what they have to offer; to George James for 

awakening in me an awareness of the many ways our religious beliefs influence our individual 

and collective identity; and to John Kimmey, both for his help in examining the thought of 

Jacques Derrida, and for encouraging me to explore the relation between the arts and the 

sacred. 



The Lingusitic Turn 

The name that can be named is not the eternal name. 
—from the Tao Te Ching 

Reawakening the dreamtime involves trying to understand the sacred. But what does 

it mean to understand the sacred? What is the relation between philosophical writing and the 

sacred? Is it possible to make sense of a final name for the sacred?—that is, how literally can 

we expect to understand the sacred? Questions such as these are questions about the use and 

effects of language. This interest in the effects of language may be called the "linguistic 

turn."1 What I will suggest in this section is that with the lingusitic turn there is an 

increasing rejection of the notion that language is a value-neutral medium and a growing 

acceptance of the notion that language is an interpretive system which itself determines human 

actions and understanding. Taking the linguistic turn focuses attention upon the rhetorical 

effects of the structure and signs of our language. That is, the linguistic turn emphasizes the 

interrelations between words or symbols and concepts or beliefs. In discussing the lingusitic 

turn I will try to address the following questions: (1) Upon what philosophical theses (if any) 

do the ideas of hermeneutic philosophers depend for their truth?2 (2) Just what do 

hermeneutic philosophers think language is? (3) What possible criteria exist for judging the 

1 See Richard Rorty, ed.. The Linguistic Turn: Recent Essays in Philosophical Method 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967), 1-39; and David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity 
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1987), 47-65. 

» 

2 I will use "philosophers who have taken the lingusitic turn" and "hermeneutic 
philosophers" interchangeably. My discussion emphasizes hermeneutic and deconstructive 
perspectives rather than logical or analytic positions. For a discussion of the similarities and 
differences between these perspectives see Rorty, Linguistic Turn, 1-39. 
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success of the lingusitic turn? 

Here is one way of talking about philosophy: philosophy is a discipline or science 

worried about things like the relation between subjects and objects or between representation 

and the things represented.3 Because philosophy properly understands the relations between 

thought and its referent, the true function of philosophy is to both critique and explain the 

conditions for all other disciplines. The rightful place for philosophy, so the story goes, is to 

"ground" or provide foundations for other disciplines. To arrive at the knowledge of these 

foundations, philosophers have appealed to various methods through which they filter versions 

of the question "Is it true that the world is really like A?" The explanation given for the 

failure of each successive attempt by systematic philosophers to answer this question and thus 

explain reality is because each has made some methodological or substantive philosophical 

mistake. However, all this effort is not in vain, for each mistake illuminates the road to truth 

more fully, and, if nothing else, shows us where we should not go exploring. The assumption 

is that by being more careful such mistakes can be avoided in the future, and eventually we will 

come to True Understanding (of reality, consciousness, language, Deity). 

The linguistic turn offers another way of talking about the history of Western 

philosophy. Philosophy can be seen as a history of attempts to create a language in which 

previous philosophical problems and questions could not be stated or asked. In other words, 

the history of philosophical writing can be understood as a series of unfortunate attempts at 

formulating an ideal language which is "really aimed at putting an end to writing."4 

Understood this way, for example, the work of Spinoza can be seen as an attempt to create a 

vocabulary which would make it nonsensical to state propositions or ask questions involving the 

3 This distinction between two kinds of philosophy is not mine. See Richard Rorty, 
"Philosophy as a Kind of Writing: An Essay on Derrida" in Consequences of Pragmatism: 
Essays (1972-1978) (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982), 94. 

4 Richard Rorty, "Philosophy as a Kind of Writing," 94. 



The Linguistic Turn/3 

conundrums of Cartesian dualism. The great philosophical "revolutions" of the past have 

tried to create languages which would be both complete and consistent in describing the world. 

Each generation of philosophers has attempted to show that it is pointless to ask the questions 

that so worried their predecessors, and that by adopting their new and improved vocabularies 

people will have no need to ask any other questions. Hence, after taking the linguistic turn it 

is possible to view "traditional philosophical theses as suggestions [never fully realized] about 

what an ideal language would be like."5 

Hermeneutic philosophers can thus be thought of as confronting normal philosophers6 

with a variation of Ayer's challenge to metaphysicians: "If you were not making proposals 

* 7 * 

for an ideal language, what were you doing?" Certainly you were not making empirical 

inquiries, nor deducing consequences from self-evident truths; so if not this, what?8 If the 

great philosophers of the past were not interested in anything so trifling as language, but were 

interested instead in knowing the truth about the nature of reality, they must have had some 

clear idea of what it was or of what it was they wanted to know. If that was indeed the case, 

why so much disagreement? If language was not the chief concern of previous philosophers, 

they must have had some clear idea of how they could verify with certainty that they were 

5 Rorty, Linguistic Turn, 7. 

6 By "normal" philosophers I mean something analogous to Kuhn's normal science. 
See T. S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1970), 23-35. 

7 Ayer writes that "Our charge against the metaphysician is not that he attempts to 
employ the understanding in a field where it cannot profitably venture, but that he produces 
sentences which fail to conform to conditions under which alone a sentence can be literally 
significant"[35], The answer to "what determines when a sentence is literally significant" 
is implied in the following: "The propositions of philosophy are not factual, but linguistic in 
character—that is, they do not describe the behavior of physical, or even mental objects; they 
express definitions, or the formal consequences of definitions"[57]. That is, if a sentence is 
not logically sound or empirically verifiable it is nonsensical. See A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth, 
and Logic (New York: Dover Publications, 1952). 

8 Rorty, Linguistic Turn, 7. 
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expressing this (nonlinguistic) knowledge correctly through language. If such neat criteria of 

verification existed, why so much disagreement? 

The popularity of linguistic philosophy hinges upon the crucial fact that (so far) its 

opponents have not been able to give satisfactory answers to these challenges. Indeed, in the 

second half of the twentieth century, linguistic philosophy "has succeeded in putting the entire 

philosophical tradition, from Parmenides through Descartes through Hume to Bradley to 

Whitehead, on the defensive."9 

For example, by rejecting the Modern conception of the knowing subject as the 

"Mirror of Nature"—involving the belief that the mind somehow "gets at" or "hooks 

on" to "meanings in the world"—the linguistic turn has begun to change the emphasis 

of philosophical questioning. Rather than trying to understand the permanent and universal 

structures of consciousness or language, hermeneutic philosophers explore the dynamic 

interrelations between people, their language, and their social and natural environment.10 

Thus, an appropriate answer to the question "How do you know something is really red?" 

could be "Because I have learned English."11 With the rejection of the mind as a Mirror 

of Nature comes not only a rejection of the notions of representation and truth as 

correspondence, but an acceptance of the idea that such notions as "representation" and 

Rorty, Linguistic Turn, 33. 

10 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Minor of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1979), 357-394. 

11 Wittgenstein continues: "For remember that in general we don't use language 
according to strict rules—it hasn't been taught us by means of strict rules, either. We, in our 
discussions on the other hand, constantly compare language with a calculus proceeding 
according to exact rules....In practice we very rarely use language as such a calculus. For not 
only do we not think of the rides of language-of definitions, etc. —while using language, but when 
asked to give such rides, in most cases we am unable to do so. We are unable to clearly 
circumscribe the concepts we use; not because we don't know their real definition, but because 
there is no real \definition' in them. To suppose that their must be would be like supposing that 
whenever child/Ten play with a ball they play a game according to strict rides/' Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, The Blue and Brown Books (New York, Barnes and Noble, 1969), 25-26. 
Emphasis added. 
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"correspondence" are meaningless in all but the most trivial senses. Richard Rorty argues 

that it is possible for philosophers to hold onto the belief that the mind somehow mirrors 

nature and such notions as representation and correspondence only as long as they are willing 

to grant the extremely problematic notion that "there is some link between the older [e..g., 

Platonic] notions of reason and the Cartesian notion of consciousness."12 Hence, linguistic 

philosophy has served a therapeutic function, opening space for people to talk about 

experiences in different ways. Just how taking the linguistic turn allows people to talk about 

different things (and why they would want to) will be the subject of the rest of this section. 

One place to begin to understand the linguistic turn is by making a distinction between 

the proposition that the world is "out there" (exits independently of human thought) and 

the proposition that truth is "out there" (exists independently of language). To say that 

the world is out there is to say that objects are the result of causes which do not include mental 

states. "To say that truth is not out there is simply to say that where there are no sentences 

there is no truth, that sentences are elements of human languages, and that human languages 

are human creations."13 If what I have been suggesting is plausible, then we can talk about 

meanings in terms of systematic choices between possible alternatives—not in terms of 

disclosures from a permanent, universal, transcendent author/ity. We can talk about truth in 

terms of the rhetorical functions of the structural and symbolic aspects of language, rather than 

in the vocabulary of correspondence or coherence to objective (immaculate) perceptions. Thus, 

the linguistic turn allows us to see "sentences as connected with other sentences rather than 

the world."14 

1 0 
Rorty, Mirror of Natiue, 126. 

13 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Itvny, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 4-8; and George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1980), 3-6. 

14 Rorty, Mirror of Nature, 372. 
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Simply stated, hermeneutic philosophers believe that questions about concepts and such 

which cannot be answered by empirical inquiry but which can be answered in some way can be 

best answered by exploring questions about the use of linguistic expressions. Another statement 

of this thesis can be found in the work of Wilfrid Sellers: 

all awareness of sorts, resemblances, facts, etc. in short, all awareness of abstract 
entities—indeed, all awareness even of particulars—is a linguistic affair. According to 
it, not even the awareness of such sorts, resemblances, and facts as pertain to so-called 
immediate experience is presupposed by the process of acquiring the use of 
language.15 

These claims of hermeneutic philosophers involve a philosophical thesis which may be called 

"methodological nominalism." This presupposition that there is no method by which it is 

possible to prove the existence of universals seems to be shared by all hermeneutic 

philosophers.16 To refute methodological nominalism, opponents must show either that there 

are criteria of verification which insure that words properly represent (correspond to, cohere 

with) objects in the world, or they must be able to show that their minds have intuited 

universals correctly and that their words correctly express these intuitions. To defend the 

linguistic turn, its proponents can either shift the burden of proof to their opponents, or point 

out that no clear procedure has yet been put forward which can determine whether or not a 

word expresses a concept or whether a sentence expresses a thought. Hence to defend the 

linguistic turn, we can return to the idea that was put into the mouth of Ayer above, namely 

"tell us what other methods are available and we will use them. Until that point, we shall 

explore language." 

15 Wilfrid Sellers, Sciencey Peiception, and Reality (London and New York, 1963), 160. An 
objection to Seller's view is that it is "unfair to babies" i.e., that "all awareness...is a 
linguistic affair" seems to mean that babies who cannot speak cannot feel. However, Sellers 
argues that there is a difference between having a pain and talking about (being aware of) a 
pain. Hence, babies do feel pain, and they feel it the same before and after the learning of 
language. The only difference, in Seller's Wittgensteinian approach, is that a person can only 
be aware of pain (conceptually) after learning a language. See Rorty, Mirror of Nature, 183-184. 

16 Rorty, Linguistic Turn, 11. "Methodological nominalism" is Rorty's term. 
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Just what do people who have taken the linguistic turn think language is, then? Is 

Heidegger right when he says "Language is the house of Being"? Is Derrida correct when 

he talks about language as differancel Or is language something else entirely? Or are they 

all giving different perspectives which may be adopted when people find them useful? 

If, as suggested above, there is no method to prove what the true objective referent of 

language is, then any attempt to name such a referent is meaningless. Therefore, I am not 

going to try to say what language is, but I will make some suggestions about how we Late-

Moderns might understand language. All the recommendations I am going to make regarding 

ways to talk about language are variations on the theme of language as metaphor. Part of what 

I mean by metaphor is "understanding and experiencing one thing in terms of another."17 

That this proposal may seem hopelessly vague raises an important question: is it possible to 

analyze and give a theory of metaphor? I believe the answer is negative. To show that a 

healthy amount of ambiguity is inherent in metaphors and that believing this will not cause 

philosophy or Western culture to come crashing down is my intent in the next section. Central 

to this discussion will be the thought of contemporary French philosopher Jacques Derrrida in 

his essay "White Mythology." 

A recurring motif in Derrida's texts is the question about the ability of language to 

encompass experience without ambiguity or contradiction.18 Another way of saying this is that 

1 7 Lakoff and Johnson, 5. 

18 I am not trying to give the final word about what Derrida is really saying; my 
interpretation can be understood as one recommendation about how we might talk about 
Derrida's writings. For an antithetical view, see John Llewelyn, Derrida: on the Threshold of 
Sense (New York: St Martin's Press, 1986) 76-78. Llewelyn argues with some disdain that 
"the writings of Derrida are parasitic," and charges that Derrida deconstructs not only 
"literality and propriety, but also the metaphorical." However, what author's (especially 
what interpreter's) writings are not 'parasitical1? Rhetorician Kenneth Burk notes that 
"every terminology is dialectical [read: "and necessarily parasitical"] by sheer reason of 
the fact that it is a terminology." Burk quoted in Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, eds., 
The Rhetorical Tradition (Boston, Bedford books of St. Martin's Press, 1990), 1014. 
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Derrida believes philosophy is nothing more than just another kind of writing. I will discuss 

three important results of Derrida's inquiry concerning language: (1) Philosophy cannot 

dominate metaphor from the outside; any attempt at a "general metaphorology" itself will 

involve the use of metaphor and rhetoric. (2) Philosophy cannot transcend metaphors, 

rhetorical traces, or sedimented meanings by appealing to or claiming to unveil the primal 

meanings of terms.19 (3) Philosophical attempts to create a precise language by introducing 

new terms or new metaphors also cannot escape the disseminating effects of language, the 

tendency of language to produce multiple meanings. 

In "White Mythology" Derrida attempts to recognize the "condition for the 

impossibility" of any "prolegomena to some future metaphorics. He notes that 

philosophy is a discipline which paradoxically adopts metaphors while largely denying their 

value.21 There is a contradictory relation between the philosophically canonized opinion that 

metaphor and rhetoric falsify, and the consistent use of metaphor by philosophers. Derrida 

introduces an economic term—tisum—in the subtitle of his essay to point out the paradox in the 

"general economy" of the philosophical conception and use of metaphor. In French usure 

has the double meaning of usury, the acquisition of too much interest, and deterioration 

through usage. Thus Derrida notes that "it is in our interest (profitable) that involvement 

with metaphor promises more than it gives, i.e., is not profitable, leads to loss."22 

This theme of profit-loss is developed in a dialogue between Polyphilos and Aristos 

19 In his rejection of a transcendental signifier or primal sign, Derrida is reacting to Martin 
Heidegger's tendency to privilege or "divinize" Greek (or ancient) language and culture 
over German (or contemporary) language and culture. See Alan Megill, Prophets of Extremity 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 286-289. 

2 0 Jacques Derrida, "White Mythology," in Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 219. 

2 1 For specific textual examples in the works of Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Hegel 
which support this suggestion, see Derrida, "White Mythology," 218-257. 

2 2 For discussion of the translation of itsure, see "White Mythology," 209, n2. 
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(names in themselves pregnant with meaning) called the Garden of Epicurus. Derrida quotes 

Polyphilos: 

I was thinking how the Metaphysicians, when they make a language for themselves, are 
like [image, comparison, a figure in order to signify figuration] knife-grinders, who 
instead of knives and scissors, should put medals and coins to the grindstone to efface 
the exergue, the value and the head. When they have worked away till nothing is 
visible in their crown-pieces, neither King Edward, the Emperor William, nor the 
Republic, they say 'These pieces have nothing either English, German or French 
about them; we have freed them from all limits of time and space; they are not worth 
five shillings anymore; they are of an inestimable value, and their exchange value is 
extended indefinitely." They are right in speaking thus. By this needy knife-
grinder's activity words are changed from a physical to a metaphysical acceptation. It 
is obvious what they lose in the process; what they gain is not so immediately 
apparent.23 

Polyphilos continues: 

...any expression of an abstract idea can only be an analogy. By an odd fate, the very 
metaphysicians who think to escape the world of appearances are constrained to live 
perpetually in allegory. A sorry lot of poets, they dim the colors of the ancient fables, 
and are themselves but gatherers of fables. They produce white mythology.24 

Derrida plays upon the meaning of "white mythology," alluding to the idea that the myths 

and metaphors of Western culture may also be an anemic mythology: 

Metaphysics—the white mythology which resembles and reflects the culture of the 
West: the white man takes his own mythology, Indo-European mythology, his own 
logos, that is the mythos of his idiom, for the universal form of that he must still wish 
to call Reason.25 

Thus, we can say that the interest of philosophers in achieving clear and distinct truth has come 

at the expense of their awareness of the (historical, linguistic, cultural) contingency of any 

philosophical assertion. In other words, philosophers have been slow to understand that as 

concepts and metaphors become more universal, they become more limited in terms of their 

23 Anatole France, The Garden of Epicurus, or the Language of Metaphysics, quoted in 
"White Mythology," 210. Derrida's brackets. 

24 Derrida, "White Mythology," 213-214. Derrida modifies the translation; the last 
sentence reads: "their output is mythology, an anemic mythology." Emphasis added. 

25 Ibid., 213. 
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predicative and explanatory domain.26 Derrida sums it up nicely: 

(1) The philosopher never finds in this concept [of metaphor] anything but...at least 
what he believes he has put into it as a philosopher. (2) The constitution of the 
fundamental oppositions of the metaphorology (physis/tedine, physis/nomos, 
sensible/intelligible; space/time, signifier, signified, etc.) has occurred by means of the 
history of a metaphorical language....27 

Derrida concludes that "Metaphor is less in the philosophical text (and in the rhetorical text 

coordinated with it) than the philosophical text is within metaphor"^ Systematic 

philosophers who disagree with his conclusions will have to show either that (1) and (2) above 

are false or that they are irrelevant to the philosophical use of language and the final vocabulary 

of systematic philosophy. Because Derrida provides support in the text for (1) and (2) above, 

I think that it is most important to address the charge that Derrida's claims are irrelevant. One 

possible defense involves examining what he has to say explicitly about philosophical hierarchies 

and systems, and what I believe is said implicitly about the power structures legitimated by the 

metaphors of normal philosophy. 

Derrida believes that not only is traditional philosophical discourse teeming with 

metaphors, but that these metaphors legitimate privileging some terms while marginalizing 

others. "In a traditional philosophical opposition we have not a peaceful coexistence of facing 

terms (vis-a-vis) but a violent hierarchy. One of the terms dominates the other (axiologically, 

logically, etc.), occupies the commanding position."29 The term Derrida introduces to 

describe this situation inscribed by privileging the value of some terms over others is diffemnce, 

which has an important double meaning: words both differ f/oni each other and defer to each 

other, forming hierarchical relations. 

2 6 James A, Diefenbeck,^4 Celebmtion of Subjective Thought (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1984), 44-57. 

2 7 Derrida, "White Mythology," 228-229. 

2 8 Ibid., 258. Emphasis added. 

2 9 Derrida, Positions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 41. 
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Derrida's point, I think, is that we need to (try, at least, to) get away from seeing 

hierarchies as necessary parts of the world. Deconstructive analysis is therapeutic; it can be 

thought of as "linguistic therapy."30 By exposing the incongruities in a text, it helps to 

show the historicity and contingency of the work and the human finitude of the author. The 

deconstructive attack on dialectical hierarchies produces a "rhetoric of radical destabilization 

[intended] to expose any pretensions to full self-presence, any self-congratulatory Western mind 

resting on an untroubled, alinguistic, self-present, grounding ego."31 It helps remind us that 

Plato, Kant and all the rest are people, too, and that we should be very careful to avoid, or at 

least be aware the effects of, privileging one text(ual hierarchy) over another. 

An example of one of these hierarchies which Derrida believes has had immense 

importance for the West is the assumption that speech is somehow "closer" to truth than 

writing 3 2 This has led to attempts to purge philosophy of all shadowy terms; presumably 

once these are cleared up the philosopher can find foundational or grounding terms to serve 

as stepping stones out of Plato's cave. However, Derrida questions this "quest for a rightful 

beginning, an absolute point of departure, a principle responsibility." He also rejects the 

possibility of such unambiguous foundations as returning to some virgin language (Ur sprache) 

free from the "traces" or sedimentations of multiple meanings. He argues that puns and 

3 0 Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity, 60. Tracy's reading and criticism of Derrida is very 
informative. He suggests that while Derrida does uncover the hierarchical relation between 
specific terms in a text, he fails to place enough emphasis upon the effects of entire vocabularies 
on power structures. In other words, Derrida misses the forest for the trees—while it is 
important to expose the problems that occur from cutting down some trees at the expense of 
others, this may be a moot point if the entire forest is being clear-cut! 

3 1 Ibid., 59. 

3 2 However, by suggesting that we may find it helpful and therapeutic to attend to the 
effects of language I am not trying to create yet another hierarchy. The linguistic turn is but 
one perspective; it has relevance only in relation to the social and historical context of other 
perspectives and methods. 

3 3 Derrida, Margins, 7. 
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double-entendres imply that "there has never been, never will be a unique word, a master-

name/'3 4 Thus Derrida rejects any notions of searching for an indubitable, unchanging 

conceptual starting point in the past. 

Derrida also rejects the possibility of attempts to create an ideal language which would 

either explain or eliminate metaphor. In any system, 

one metaphor, at least, always would remain excluded, outside the system: the 
metaphor, and the very least, without which the concept of metaphor could not be 
constructed, or, to syncopate an entire chain of reasoning, the metaphor of metaphor. 
This extra metaphor, remaining outside the field that it itself allows to be circumscribed, 
extracts or abstracts itself from this field, thus...[because of this] missing turn of speech, 
the taxonomy or history of philosophical metaphors will never make a profit.35 

Derrida emphasizes that any attempt to give meaning to metaphor is itself metaphorical. The 

horizon of meaning of metaphor is intelligible only insofar as it is inscribed in a field of 

discourse. For Derrida, there is no possibility for any "future metaphorics" or perfect 

language because language itself is metaphorical,36 Derrida is reiterating here his insistence 

that metaphor is the condition for philosophy, and that no philosophy can escape this language-

game; no thoughts can be expressed without language. 

Derrida frequently uses "mythology" when talking of metaphor. But what is meant 

by mythology, by myth? What is the relation of the linguistic turn to myth? I will make two 

attempts at answering these questions; methodologically, I will not be trying to identify the 

historical referents of myth so much as trying to locate the space of "mythicity" in 

34 Ibid, 27. 

35 Derrida, "White Mythology," 220. Emphasis added. 

36 To suggest that language is metaphorical does not mean that people cannot communicate 
comprehensibly—we do all the time. Rather, it is merely to say all communication is 
metaphorical; all language is inscribed in the horizon of metaphor. For a discussion of the 
extent to which Derrida's idea of language as differance differs from a performative theory of 
language, see Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context" in The Rhetorical Tradition, 
Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg, eds. (Boston: Bedford Books of St. Martin's Press, 1990), 
1165-1184. 
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language.37 First, just as Derrida argues that any word has a multiplicity of meanings, I will 

try to establish that there are a multiplicity of meanings associated with myth. Then I will 

continue exploring the thesis advanced earlier, that language is metaphor, by suggesting that 

metaphor and myth name the space of the sacred. If what was said above about the linguistic 

turn is correct and language does not refer, then the sacred does not refer to anything 

"beyond" the text. Said another way, there can be no conception of the sacred without 

language. My conclusions regarding myth chime with Derrida's remark: "il n'y a pas de hors-

texte" (There is nothing outside the text.)38 Hence, trying to understand the sacred involves 

(at least) identifying the textual play of metaphors and seeing how they are used by the people 

writing and reading the text. 

In Mythogmphy, William Doty explores the various meanings of myth and the various 

methodological frameworks that have been trotted forth as accounts of myth. He argues that 

much of past myth interpretation suffers from a "monomythic" perspective emphasizing 

only one aspect of myth while excluding the possibility of others. Instead of arguing for one 

particular method, Doty insists that any methodology of myth interpretation must be 

multilayered and multifunctional, addressing: (1) sociological contexts; (2) psychological aspects; 

(3) literary/textual/performative aspects; (4) structural aspects; (5) symbolic/iconographic 

aspects; and (6) cross-cultural perspectives.39 His working definition of myth is an excellent 

example of such an approach: 

A mythological corpus consists of (1) a usually complex network of 
myths that are (2) culturally important (3) imaginal (4) stories, conveying by 

3 7 "Mythicity" is used to refer to "the origins of myth in language, and with myth as 
allegorical, logical, conscious, creative, and very much alive in modern culture." Eric Gould, 
Mythic Intentions in Modern Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 5. 

3 8 Derrida, Of Granunatology, trans. G. Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1976), 158. 

3 9 William Doty, Mythogmphy: A Study in Myths and Rituals (University: University of 
Alabama Press, 1986), xvi-xvii. 
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means of (5) metaphoric and symbolic diction, (6) graphic imagery, and (7) 
emotional conviction and participation, (8) the primal, foundational accounts 
(9) of aspects of the real, experienced world and (10) humankind's roles and 
relative status within it. 

Mythologies may (11) convey the political and moral values of a 
culture and (12) provide systems of interpreting (13) individual experiences 
within a universal perspective, which may include (14) the intervention of 
suprahuman entities as well as (15) aspects of the natural and cultural orders. 
Myths may be enacted or reflected in (16) rituals, ceremonies, and dramas, 
and (17) they may provide materials for secondary elaboration, the constituent 
mythemes having become merely images or reference points for a subsequent 
story, historical legend, novella, or prophesy.40 

Similar to Derrida, Doty argues that it is not possible to maintain the binary 

oppositions or violent hierarchies between myth and science, myth and language, and myth and 

a modern world view. Doty challenges the notion that truth is what we believe while myth is 

what other (less advanced!) people believe by writing that "our very language is permeated 

with proverbial and mythological features by which we interpret reality."41 Doty argues that 

we should see myth not as primitive science but as an alternative mode of consciousness. We 

would do well to recall Jamake Highwater's observation quoted by Doty that "Science, and 

the philosophy based upon it, is one source of the numerous ways by which we ritualize our 

experience. That ritual is undergoing constant alteration."42 The story we tell ourselves 

that modern people living in a scientific age have advanced beyond myth is itself a legitimating 

narrative, itself a myth. Hence by showing that any one method will not exhaust the richness 

of myth, and encouraging a variety of approaches, Doty engages in a kind of "methodological 

therapy." 

Another important aspect of Doty's work is the discussion of the linguisticality of the 

sacred, that through their language myths both reveal and conceal being: "In claiming to 

4 0 Doty, Mythography, 11. 

4 1 Ibid., 21. 

4 2 Ibid., 63. 
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represent origins, myths make languages aware of their inability to signify ultimately."43 

Hence to comprehend the sacred, Doty argues that "we must look more closely at the ways 

myths themselves implicate and imbricate the questionable realms between event and meaning, 

and we must look at the ways that rituals complement myths as performed-enacted-

fictions."44 Doty's recognition of the linguisticality of conceptions of the sacred is consistent 

with what I have been suggesting so far, and serves to support my contention that uses of 

language need to be examined more carefully. 

When talking about metaphor, myth, and the language of the sacred we need to make 

a distinction between Derrida's proposition that "There is nothing outside the text" 

(meaning that our experiences of the sacred can only be communicated through language) and 

the proposition that "There is only text" (meaning that language is sufficient to encompass 

the sacred or that language itself is sacred). Difficulties with the second proposition revolve 

around the feeling that "somehow there has to be more to the sacred than something so 

piddling as words" This "something more" is usually thought of in terms of a 

transhuman entity beyond conception (beyond connotative language) which is known through 

faith.45 

However, this "something more" can also be thought of as the perpetual absence 

of meaning in sacred language. "The sense of the sacred is created both by the human 

failure to name and understand experience and by the conditions language determines for 

assigning meaning: that is, it refers to the perpetual play in the ontological gap" between 

4 3 Ibid., 245. 

4 4 Ibid., 244. 

4 5 I mean the common usage of "faith" as something opposed to reason, something 
beyond reason. I do not mean the conception of faith proposed by Paul Tillich which involves 
doubt. It would be interesting to explore the similarities between Tillich's concept of faith and 
religious language and the vocabulary for talking about language suggested here. 
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event and meaning.46 Derrida writes that this absence of meaning is the act of writing, 

in the specific zone of this imprint and this trace, in the temporalization of a lived 
experience which is neither in the world nor in "another world," which is not more 
sonorous than luminous, not more in time than in space, that differences appear 
around the elements or rather produce them, make them emerge as such as constitute 
the texts, the chains, and the systems of traces. These chains and systems cannot be 
outlined except in the fabric of this trace or imprint.47 

To agree with Derrida and assert that there is nothing outside the text is simply to suggest, as 

I have been doing, that where there are no sentences there can be no attempted communication 

of the sacred. Communication of the sacred involves words, with words come concepts, and 

with concepts come (sometimes violent) hierarchies which may need to be examined. 

The implication of the preceding discussion is that there is no necessity to current 

(social, political, economic) vocabularies and institutions, that they are the products of 

contingent historical circumstances and the habits of using particular words in particular ways. 

No historical vocabulary is strictly necessary, because there is no necessary relation between 

words and the world. However, saying that our vocabularies and institutions are contingent 

does not mean that they are arbitrary, nor does it mean they are worthless. It is merely 

affirming that our vocabularies and institutions have been created by particular people under 

sometimes quite idiosyncratic historical circumstances. If those mythic structures which meant 

so much to the peoples who created them fail to give meaning and purpose to the lives of 

enough people today or at some time in the future, then old myths may be reinterpreted and 

old institutions reformed, or new stories and myths may be accepted and new institutions 

created. 

I believe the success of the linguistic turn lies in the ability to help us focus on the 

effects of the stories we tell upon the people we share this planet with. Do our legitimating 

narratives legitimate cruelty? Do they exclude? The success of the linguistic turn lies in the 

4 6 Eric Gould, Mythic Intentions, 175. 

4 7 Derrida, Of Gmmmatology, 65. 
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extent to which it can help us "see more and more traditional differences (of tribe, religion, 

race, customs, and the like) as unimportant when compared with similarities with respect to 

pain and humiliation—the ability to think of people wildly different from ourselves as included 

in the range of "us."48 Another way of talking about this is that we should evaluate our 

stories in terms of "fruitfulness"49 or sufficiency: in the capacity of a myth "to make 

sense of experience told, shared, and even made newly possible for both the teller and the 

hearer of the story."50 Therefore, my criterion of success against which the lingusitic turn 

should be judged is the extent to which it helps people become aware of the play of difference 

in language, and the extent to which we are then able to defend rather than marginalize 

differences between peoples, and between peoples and nature. 

48 Rorty, Contingency, I/vny, and Solidarity, 192. 

4 9 Pete. A. Y. Gunter, "The Dialectic of Intuition and Intellect: Fruitfulness as a 
Criterion," in Bergson and Modern Thought: Towards a Unified Science, ed. Pete A. Y. 
Gunter (Switzerland: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1987) 3-19. 

5 0 Doty, 239. 



Women, Men, and God-Talk 

A Greek seer wanted to know if women felt greater pleasure during 
intercourse than men. Hie gods sympathized with his desire for knowledge and 
turned him into a woman. Finally! he now knew how women experienced 
pleasure. Unfortunately, now he could not remember what it was like when he 
was a man. —Hans Peter Duerr, Dreamtime 

In trying to talk about women, men, and the interactions between their worlds we find 

ourselves in a precarious position. When men and women talk about the other's experiences 

it is always from the outside. As such, we need to be aware of the limitations of subsuming 

women's experiences under either patriarchal or androcentric categories. Too often, 

"understanding" only means incorporating women's experiences into the intellectual 

menagerie of (male) intellectual culture. "This menagerie guarantees objectivity. Objectivity 

means control."1 One reason for such delusions is probably the idea that language is merely 

a cloak thrown over the facts. I have been suggesting that when we talk about language as 

metaphor, then we comprehend an important truth: "namely, that not all facts become 

apparent in every language, certainly not in the castrated variety customarily employed by the 

academe. Not all wheels turn everywhere!*2 If we want to see what wheels turn where, then 

we will have to go where women are free to communicate their experiences. We will have to 

first listen to what feminists have to say.3 

1 Hans Peter Duerr, Dreamtime: Concerning the Boundary Between Wilderness and 
Civilization, trans. Felicitas Goodman (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), 727. 

2 Ibid., 128. 

3 This process of listening can be extremely painful for both men and women. Theologian 
Rosemary Ruether outlines journeys of conversion from sexism. She suggests women begin 
their journey with a willingness to feel anger and alienation at the strictures which society places 
upon them. Then by learning about women's history, and by appropriating into a new 
"grounded self the suppressed, relational side of our psyches...[women can] begin to shape 
new social systems of relationship that allow and support this alternative." I can identify with 
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By taking the linguistic turn we can now understand feminism in a new light. 

Specifically, we can appreciate that sexism is a consequence of the god-talk of male-monotheism 

which replaced the metaphors and icons of the Goddess. Emphasizing the language and 

iconography of the divine allows us to interpret feminism as a collection of attempts to suggest 

alternative metaphors for deity.4 This process of feminist redescription is motivated by at least 

two factors. First, the world of social experience that women encounter under male-

monotheism is qualitatively different from that of men.5 More broadly, social experience 

her observations of how the men she has known have reacted to sexism. One immediate 
reaction is trivialization and ridicule. ("Are all women suppressed?") A next stage is co-
optation. Men "leap to the thought that [they] too have suffered from sexism; indeed, they 
have suffered Equally.' " ("I've suffered, too; what are you so upset about?") A final 
stage involves entering into "real solidarity with women in the struggle for liberation" and 
most often—as it did with me—involves a close relationship with a women who embarked upon 
her own journey. It was only through this personal relationship that I have begun to seriously 
examine my feelings and actions. Ruether writes that ultimately "Men need to overcome not 
only their 'pride' in masculinity that oppresses women but also their fear of loss of male 
status by which they oppress themselves and each other." Rosemary Ruether, Sexism and 
God-Talk (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983), 183-192. 

4 At present, feminist thought is rich and varied, involving at least three separate camps. 
Liberal feminism holds fast to an Enlightenment faith in Reason, claiming that both men and 
women share equal rights and abilities, and that once women are granted equal educational and 
political opportunities women's marginalization will end. Romantic feminism holds that male 
and female are complementary opposites and tends to idealize women's experiences (such as 
the home, and a private sphere of unspoiled interpersonal relations). This view believes that 
women, through altruism and service, can elevate the male sphere. Theologically, this 
movement is closely related to goddess feminism. Finally, there is radical and/or separatist 
feminism which holds that women need to have control over their sexuality and the use of their 
bodies. This discussion is not meant to be exhaustive, but merely to illustrate the diversity. 
These categorizations are Rosemary Ruether's; for further discussion see her work Sexism and 
God-talk, 93-115. For examples of goddess feminism see Elinor Gadon The Once and Future 
Goddess (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1989); for radical/separatist feminism see Mary 
Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978). 

5 I do not mean to imply a metaphysical distinction between women and men. I am merely 
suggesting that women and men relate differently to social institutions and practices. For 
example, most men have not and never will have first hand experience of sexual harassment or 
rape. If a man was raped, it is likely that he would encounter different reactions from that 
accorded women; it is highly unlikely that anyone would ask him what he did to tempt or 
provoke the rapist. It is also highly unlikely that the court would find information about a 
man's past sexual activity relevant, as is often the case with female rape victims. See Diane F. 
Herman, "The Rape Culture", in Women's Lives, ed. Jo Freeman (Mountain View: 
Mayfield Publishing Company, 1989), 20-56. For a sobering fictional account of the cruel 
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under male-monotheism is greatly different from social experience under the Goddess. A 

second motivation of feminism lies in attempts to realize greater opportunities for women to 

express themselves and their perspectives. I will try to focus on some of the changes for women 

that occurred as Judaism and Christianity emerged, and will try to emphasize how the two 

claims outlined above relate to historical, theological, and sociological information. 

Between the twelfth and sixth centuries B.C.E. feminine descriptions and icons of deity 

were replaced by a male metaphor. The Goddess was increasingly marginalized in favor of the 

sky-gods of male-monotheism. However, the Goddess did not disappear from popular worship. 

Perhaps the most interesting example of this is the Hebrew goddess Asherah. Although specific 

ritual content is unknown, "the Hebrew Goddess served important needs of popular religious 

experience not met by the official Yahwist cult"6 Women in particular may have relied upon 

Asherah for divine protection and security during childbirth. Yahwist reformers as well as early 

Christians absorbed existing Goddess traditions into their religion, redescribing and relegating 

the name of the Goddess in the process. For example, the authors of the Hebrew scriptures 

between the tenth to sixth centuries B.C.E. referred to Asherah as "Ashtoreth," a name 

which implied shame.7 The symbols of the Goddess were also absorbed and redescribed. In 

Genesis, the snake, once venerated in Goddess religions as a symbol of regeneration and 

rebirth, is redescribed as an evil seducer who tempted Eve—a woman!—to eat the fruit from the 

Tree of Knowledge. The Hebrew Bible reverses the meaning of the snake from a symbol of 

rebirth to one of evil and death. Thus, the worship of Asherah by the Hebrews between the 

effects of sexism and the rape culture see Margeret Atwood, TJie Handmaid's Tale (New York: 
Ballentine Books, 1985). 

6 Gadon, 177. 

7 Stone, 67. Stone notes on the same page that our understanding of Asherah was aided 
by the discovery of ancient tablets in Ugarit in which there are many references to Asherah as 
the "mother of the deities," and to her worship not only in Ugarit but also Tyre and Sidon. 
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twelfth and sixth centuries B.C.E should be understood not as an aberration but as a 

continuation of a more ancient tradition. It is possible to spend a lifetime examining the 

enormous number of artifacts and trying to form an explanation. "But the most obvious fact 

may be of most interest to people of today—that in the lands that brought forth Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam, God was once worshiped in the form of a woman."8 

The change from Goddess worship to male-monotheism is a complex process involving 

changing social, economic, and symbolic systems. Just as the Goddess Asherah continued to 

be worshiped by people in addition to the official Yahwist cult, early Christianity also included 

a variety of descriptions of deity. Elane Pagels argues that Christianity during the first two 

centuries C.E. was more varied than at any time since. The fifty-two texts of the Gnostic 

Gospels discovered at Nag Hammadi in upper Egypt range from "secret gospels, poems, to 

myths, and quasi-philosophic descriptions of the origin of the universe, to myths, magic, and 

instructions for mystical practice."9 Pagels argues the social and political implications of 

some of these Gnostic texts were determinate factors in their suppression. The result of the 

canonization of certain texts at the expense of others such as the Gnostic texts found at Nag 

Hammadi was a central part of a process which limited women's opportunity for expression. 

Gnostic texts differ in their descriptions of deity. Some of the Gnostic texts, for 

example, talk about deity as a dyad, embracing both male and female elements. Others talk 

about a feminine counterpart to God the Father as the second person of the trinity; others talk 

about a feminine power in which creation was conceived. Most striking are the texts which hold 

that when God the Father proclaimed himself to be the only God he had spoken in ignorance 

blinded by power.10 

8 Stone, 67. 

9 Elane Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: Random House, 1981), xvi. 

10 Pagels, 67-83. 
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Gnostic texts also differ in their descriptions of the resurrection of Jesus. The Gospel 

of Mary suggests that the resurrection appearances of Jesus were actually mystic visions 

achieved by those in dreams or ecstatic states. In these texts Jesus is not seen as a savior from 

sin but as a guide to spiritual enlightenment; resurrection is seen as the moment when an 

individual comes to understand all things through self-knowledge. The bishops of the church 

found this idea problematic. Irenaeus complained that "[the gnostics] maintain that they have 

attained to a height beyond every power....For they claim that because of the redemption...they 

cannot be apprehended, or even perceived, by the judge."11 

A third significant difference from orthodox Christianity is that the Gnostic texts hold 

that Jesus is not always distinct from the human race. The Gospel of Thomas relates that when 

Thomas recognized Jesus, he was told by Jesus that the two were now equal. 

To understand why certain beliefs became normative and others heretical, Pagels 

suggests that it is important to explore the social and political implications of some of these 

dissenting opinions. She argues that the doctrine of the bodily resurrection of Christ was 

important because it placed special authority in the apostles before whom Christ appeared. For 

example, when a successor to Judas Iscariot was chosen, Peter specified that only someone who 

had accompanied the disciples during the time the Lord had been among them (from the 

baptism of John to the day Jesus ascended to heaven) was eligible. "This 'doctrine1 

therefore tends to restrict the leadership of the Church to a class of persons whose qualifying 

experience is now forever closed: every future leader would have to derive his legitimacy from 

apostolic authority."12 The view presented in the Gnostic texts that the Resurrection of 

Jesus could be attested in dreams, trances, or divine enlightenment clearly challenges the 

authority of the apostles and their claim to be the true witnesses. "It suggests that whoever 

11 Ibid., 46. 

12 George James, "The Status of the Anomaly in the Feminist God-Talk of Rosemary 
Ruether" in Zygon, vol. 25., no. 2 (June 1990), 178. 
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'sees the Lord* through inner vision can claim that his or her authority equals or surpasses 

that of the twelve—and of their successors."13 

The doctrine of God the Father was necessary to legitimate a system of patriarchal 

authority in the Church with a hierarchy of bishops, priests, and deacons—all of whom were 

male. Clearly, descriptions of the sexless or androgenous nature of deity would not support this 

arrangement.14 For example, if Jesus was described as a spiritual guide and not the 

Redeemer from sin there would be no authenticity of the claim that the institution of the 

church was the sole mediator of a salvation which comes through Christ alone, who is "the 

way, the truth, and the life."15 Stated simply, the Gnostic gospels represented a danger to 

the authority of any centralized and exclusionary male power structure of bishops, priests and 

deacons who claimed to be guardians of the one true faith. Any belief which challenged this 

was labeled heresy Consider the result when the Gnostic Marcion requested recognition by 

the church. Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna replied "I recognize...the first born of 

Satan!"16 

The result of the formation of an orthodox church was that women were excluded from 

positions of power; as such, their voices in forming church policy were also ignored. 

"Christology becomes the apex of a system of control over all those who in one way or 

another are "other' than this new [hierarchical] Christian order."17 However, the 

existence of the texts found at Nag Hammadi present Christian theology with a challenge to 

traditional orthodox institutions and theologies. Theology can either "agree to the revision 

13 Pagels, 16. 

14 Ibid, 57-83. 

15 James, 178. 

16 Pagels, xxiii-xxviii. 

17 Ruether, 125. 
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of its sources that a scientific undertaking demands, or it can defend the received tradition as 

the norm against which all theological language must be measured, thereby retaining its truths 

intact at the cost of its claim to intellectual legitimacy."18 The feminist god-talk of 

theologian Rosemary Ruether is one attempt at reinterpretation of the received tradition in 

light of new information, such as that discovered at Nag Hammadi. 

Ruether suggests that it is important to make a distinction between Christology (the 

accumulated theological doctrine about Christ) and the word of Jesus as recorded in both the 

synoptic and Gnostic gospels. "Once the mythology about Jesus as Messiah or divine Logos, 

with its traditional masculine imagery, is stripped off, the Jesus of the synoptic Gospels can be 

recognized as a figure remarkably compatible with feminism."19 Ruether encourages us 

to render Jesus as one who renews the Prophetic tradition in which "the Word of God does 

not validate the existing social and religious hierarchy but speaks on behalf of the marginalized 

and despised groups of society."20 Jesus redescribes the social order not to reverse the 

violent hierarchies established, but to try to create a new social order in which hierarchy and 

dominance are overcome. Jesus revises the descriptions of deity as "God the Father" by 

using the familiar Abba to refer to God. In addition he speaks of the messiah as servant rather 

than king in an attempt to describe a new sense of community in which dominant-subordinant 

relations between people are overcome. Jesus speaks for those whose voices have been 

silenced: publicans, Samaritans, and prostitutes. This is especially significant for women, who 

are the "oppressed of the oppressed"; as such it is they who will be first in the kingdom 

18 James, 179. By "science" is meant an endeavor in which "the anomaly and the 
exceptional are accepted not simply to be declared out of limits, but as the basis for revision, 
or even rejection, of theological propositions." 172. 

19 Ruether, 135. Ruether does not mean to say "Jesus was a feminist"; she wants to 
point out only that the "criticism of religious and social hierarchy characteristic of the early 
portrait of Jesus is remarkably parallel to feminist criticism." 

20 Ibid., 136. 
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of God.21 Ruether concludes that 

Theologically speaking, then, we might say that the maleness of Jesus has no 
ultimate significance. It has social symbolic significance in the framework or 
societies of patriarchal privilege. In this sense, Jesus as the Christ, the 
representative of liberated humanity and the liberating word or God manifests 
the...announcement of the new humanity through a lifestyle that discards 
hierarchical caste privilege and speaks on behalf of the lowly. In a similar 
way, the femaleness of the social and religiously outcast who respond to him 
has social symbolic significance as a witness against the same idolatrous 
system of patriarchal privilege. This system is unmasked and shown to have 
no connection with favor with God. Jesus, the homeless Jewish prophet, and 
the marginalized women and men who respond to him represent the 
overthrow of the present world system and the sign of a dawning new age in 
which God's will is done on earth.22 

The theology of Ruether hinges upon a redescription of ministry in terms of diaconia 

or service. This concept of ministry as the empowerment of marginalized peoples and of their 

liberation from authority involves deconstructing the myth of God the Father existing outside 

space and time. Ruether calls this process of deconstruction kenosis: the "self-emptying of 

power as domination" which has been historically exercised through hierarchical structures 

of authority.23 Kenosis involves a metonoia or "turning around from the perception of 

women as other to the recognition of women as equivalent human beings."24 When women 

are seen as equivalent human beings and not the cause of the Fall, Ruether believes that it is 

possible to overcome the separation of man and women, civilization and nature, and sacred and 

profane. 

Four themes are central to her redescription of Christianity in terms of empowerment 

and liberation: (1) God's defense and vindication of oppressed peoples; (2) a critique of 

institutionalized systems of centralized hierarchies of patriarchal power and authority; (3) a 

21 Ibid., 136-137. 

2 2 Ibid., 137-138. 

2 3 Ibid., 206. 

24 Ibid., 173. 
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vision for a new age to come in which the present hierarchical institutions of power are 

horizontalized and injustice overcome; and (4) most importantly for the present study, a 

critique of the legitimating narratives—the stories, the myths—which enframe society's 

understanding of the sacred in a hierarchial system which can be accessed only by those (men) 

with privileged authority. 

Perhaps the most radical and therapeutic aspect of Ruether's work is her redescription 

of sin. She brings forth a "suppressed tradition...to criticize and refute the dominant 

hermeneutical line established by those who shaped the written canon."25 From her 

reading of the synoptic Gospels, Ruether believes that it is possible to talk about original sin 

in terms of the creation of hierarchical structures of separation. These male-dominant or 

patriarchal structures include the separation of humankind from the natural world, of corporal 

nature from spiritual nature, of men from women. Redemption involves horizontalizing these 

centralized power structures to reunite a world rift asunder, a process which aims to recreate 

solidarity with others: other peoples and genders, other aspects of creation such as the natural 

world. 

A central theme of Rosemary Ruether's feminist theology is the dynamic unity of 

creation and redemption.26 One way of comprehending this theme is that it resonates with 

traces of more ancient Goddess traditions. Thus, Ruether's hermeneutic can be understood as 

an attempt to resurrect this ancient tradition and make it clear that the god-talk of male-

monotheism is part of the Big Lie. "The Big Lie tells us that we are strangers and sojourners 

on this planet, that our flesh, our blood, our instincts for survival are our enemies."27 The 

Big Lie has separated us from authentic community and from life-affirming individuality. Her 

25 Ibid, 34. 

2 6 Ibid., 215. 

2 7 Ibid., 264. 
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work makes the "sociology of theological knowledge visible, no longer hidden behind 

mystifications of objectified divine and universal authority."28 By revealing the Big Lie for 

what it is—a justification for marginalization and cruelty for the benefit of an empowered 

elite—Ruether makes it possible to search for other words for talking about deity and other 

ways of being in the world. 

Perhaps the most hopeful event as men and women become more willing to share in 

and even celebrate women's experiences and forms of expression is that these experiences will 

become part of our shared culture. "We are only now once again admitting into our 

consciousness the wisdom of the ages, never lost to primal peoples, that the earth is not 'a 

dead body/ but is inhabited by a [maternal] spirit that is its life and soul."29 By 

redescribing and "reimaging" we can horizontalize the violent hierarchies (reason over 

emotion, man over woman, culture over nature) which alienate us from ourselves, our sexuality, 

and our planet. When we take the linguistic turn—understanding that "we think symbolically 

and understand metaphorically"—and open ourselves to the wisdom contained in the images 

of women's art and the liberating perspectives of Ruether's redescriptions, we also open 

ourselves to the possibility of genuine community between women and men and the planet.30 

2 8 Ibid., 13. 

2 9 Gadon, 370. 

3 0 Ibid., 370. 



Henri Bergson: Time for Change 

...duration is irreversible. We could not live over again a single moment, for we 
should have to begin by effacing the memory of all that followed. 

—Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution 

Henri Bergson is a widely misunderstood thinker with a great deal to offer.1 One way 

of talking about Bergson is as a certain kind of positivist: a philosopher who deals with 

questions about relations between mind and body, about relations between science and 

philosophy, and about verification.2 Another way of talking about Bergson is as a therapeutic 

thinker interested in proposing more fruitful metaphors for talking about experience.3 Bergson 

is attentive to the inability of language to encompass experience: "The most living thought 

becomes frigid in the formula that expresses it. The word turns against the idea. The letter 

kills the spirit."4 His ideas about language are consistent with what I have been calling the 

linguistic turn. I will suggest Bergson's thought is important because of his redescriptions of 

the mind in terms of a dialectic between intellect and intuition and because his redescription 

1 For an example of criticism, see Bertrand Russell A History of Western Philosophy (New 
York: Simon and Schuster 1945), 791-810. For an antithesis to these criticisms, see Pete A. Y. 
Gunter "Bergson's Philosophical Method and its Applications to the Sciences" The 
Southern Journal of Philosophy, (1978) 16(3): 175, and Gunter "Dialectic of Intuition and 
Intellect: Fruitfulness as a Criterion" in Beigson and Modern Thought, ed. by Andrew 
Papanicolaou and Pete A. Y. Gunter, (Switzerland: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1987), 3-19. 

2 See Gunter, "The Dialectic of Intuition and Intellect." I have learned a great deal 
from this perspective and suggest mine not as a refutation but as a supplement to Gunter's 
work. 

3 For another example of this perspective, see Ron Lahav, "Bergson and the Hegemony 
of Language" in The Southern Journal of Philosophy (1990) 28(3): 329-343. 

4 Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, 127-128. 
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of time as duration. 

Bergson's questioning of language is primarily a methodological criticism which leads 

him to an epistemological distinction involving two metaphors for ways of knowing the world, 

intellect and intuition. He describes intellect as "the faculty of manufacturing artificial 

objects, especially tools to make tools, and of indefinitely varying the manufacture."5 The 

intellect functions best in analysis, in identifying and ordering experience to fit relations between 

discrete objects. Relations, whether discursive or mathematical, involve the manipulation of 

symbol systems; analysis is thus dependent upon language. All analysis is linguistic and all 

language is metaphorical. Analysis serves the intellect so well because it is essentially practical; 

it "spatializes" experience.6 While useful for living in the world, these spatial metaphors 

can be problematic when they are mistakenly assumed to be the way things really are. One 

problem with analysis is inherent in abstract thought: a concept "generalizes at the same time 

it abstracts. The concept can only symbolize a particular property by making it common to an 

infinity of things."7 Analysis is a comparative process which always expresses "a thing 

as a function of something other than itself. All analysis is thus a translation...."8 Bergson 

believes the intellect will find as much complexity as it looks for—as much complexity as its 

symbol system allows—and this complexity will be assumed to be "a positive reality, since 

reality and the intellectuality are turned in the same direction."9 Bergson believes that the 

assumption that reality and the intellect are somehow united, or that the sign and signified are 

somehow united, is very important, because both our ability to adequately express experiences 

5 Bergson, Creative Evolution, 140. 

6 Ibid., 248, 189. 

7 Henri Bergson, Introduction to Metaphysics, trans. T. E. Hulme. (Indianapolis: The 
Liberal Arts Press, Inc., 1955), 29. 

8 Bergson, Metaphysics, 24. 

9 Bergson, Creative Evolution, 208-209. 
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of reality and our notion of reality itself will be limited by the richness of the symbol system. 

In other words, the ability to intellectually describe experience will be limited by the 

metaphorical richness of a particular language and its ability to embrace novel metaphors. 

However, Bergson believes that intuition can allow us to create new metaphors. 

Whereas the intellect creates an infinite number of external relations, "it is to the very 

inwardness of life that intuition leads us...."10 Intuition is "a kind of intellectual sympathy 

by which one places oneself within an object in order to coincide with what is unique in it and 

consequently inexpressible."11 This intellectual sympathy is fleeting and by nature 

unpredictable. Unlike analysis which can be prolonged indefinitely—interminably—and produces 

a complexity related to the extent of the analysis, intuition is a "simple act "1 2 While 

Bergson maintains intuition is a simple act, it is nonetheless an extremely painful process to 

open oneself to: "The mind has to do violence to itself, has to reverse direction of the 

operation by which it habitually thinks, has perpetually to revise, or rather recast, all its 

categories."13 

Certainly some of the criticisms associated with Bergson's idea of intuition are not 

unfounded; one way to understand these criticisms is to explore some of his problematic 

descriptions of intuition. If his ideas are not to be dismissed, it will be important to deconstruct 

any tendency to privilege intuition over intellect. Bergson claims that intuition is simple—how 

simple may be difficult to tell. Bergson seems to waver on this point; he suggests that intuition 

is only possible after an assimilation of all the "conspicuous facts" has occurred, producing 

a fusion in which "all the preconceived and premature ideas which observers may unwittingly 

10 Ibid, 176. 

11 Bergson, Metaphysics, 23-24. 

12 Ibid, 24. 

1 3 Ibid, 51. 
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have put into their observations will be certain to neutralize each other."14 The claim is 

also made that intuition is not a single act, "but an indefinite series of acts, all doubtless of 

the same kind, but each of a very particular species, and...this diversity of acts corresponds to 

all the degrees of being."15 Hence, it would seem that intuition is no more "simple" 

than analysis—that it is historically, culturally, and linguistically bound to experience, and that 

intuition is, like analysis, "an indefinite series of acts."16 In other words, it is important 

to emphasize that although intuition results in novelty, it is a novelty which is influenced greatly 

by the (linguistic, historical, social) context of the persons involved.17 

It is important to horizontalize the play of metaphors between intellect and intuition 

and emphasize interdependence between these two modes of description. In place of a binary 

opposition of terms which oppose each other, I would like to suggest that what is living in the 

thought of Bergson is a dialogue between two modes of describing experience which 

complement but do not supersede each other. 

The intellect allows us to form categories and analyze the world; intuition allows the 

fleeting, fugitive glimpses into new ways of looking at the world that generate novel metaphors. 

What needs to be emphasized is that only in the dialogue of intellect and intuition is plastic, 

life-affirming, adaptive knowledge possible: 

But in default of knowledge properly so called, reserved to pure intelligence, 
intuition may enable us to grasp what it is that intelligence fails to give us, and 
indicate the means of supplementing it. On the one hand, it will utilize the 
mechanism of intelligence itself to show how intellectual molds cease to be 
strictly applicable; and on the other hand, by its own work, it will suggest to 
us the vague new feeling, if nothing more, of what must take the place of 

1 4 Ibid., 61. 

15 Ibid., 46. 

1 6 Ibid., 46. 

17 Ibid., 21. 
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intellectual molds.18 

The use of the word "mold" in the English translation unveils an important relation. Left 

unchanged the intellectual categories, forms, or molds, become less applicable. A dampness 

of thought seeps in, allowing these "molds" to begin growing parasitically off one another, 

signifying a decay of the original insight. Intuition blows away the musty fog of time-honored 

categories no longer useful, suggesting new directions of writing, metaphors and new categories. 

Intuition does not destroy the intellect, but supplements it; rather than hindering thought, 

intuition liberates it. Hence, the contribution of intuition to the dialectic with the intellect can 

be understood as a push impelling the intellect towards the creation of novel descriptions and 

vocabularies which are more adequate and applicable to the projects of those involved. Hence, 

one way of talking about intuition is as that aspect of human consciousness which creates new 

metaphors and vocabularies. 

Perhaps the most important example of intuition pushing the intellect into new 

metaphors occurs in Bergson's ideas about time. Bergson challenges the notion of time as a 

quantitative phenomenon composed of discreet instants, suggesting instead that time is a 

qualitative flow of events which are internally and dynamically related. Another way of talking 

about this is that Bergson challenges the notion that time is diachronic—that it is linear, that 

it is "going somewhere"—and urges that we talk about time as synchronic. Bergson 

emphasizes that the fundamental reality of time is duration, as "the continuous progress of 

the past which gnaws into the future and which swells as it advances."19 Because time as 

duration is a qualitative flow, Bergson believes that it is only possible to suggest or point to its 

meaning indirectly with images; he emphasizes it would never be "enclosed in a conceptual 

18 Bergson, Creative Evolution, 177. 

19 Ibid., 4. 
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representation." Rather than intellectual analysis and explanation, duration is understood 

through intuitive sympathy and description. Bergson stresses the metaphorical context of our 

language regarding time. 

The distinction made here is similar to one made by phenomenologists between 

description and explanation.21 Time is experienced as a flow, without discreet intervals. 

However, Bergson does admit that is possible for the intellect to create a model composed of 

discreet intervals such as minutes and seconds. This conception of time can, at times, be an 

extremely useful tool for living in the world. However, he emphasizes that it is merely a 

metaphorical tool and should not be confused with duration (another metaphor!). More 

precisely, Bergson urges caution that we avoid marginalizing either description in favor of the 

other. 

One consequence of this redescription of time as duration is the notion that everything 

in nature is related and interdependent. Just as the idea of discreet instants is only a metaphor 

used to understand the flow of duration, Bergson believes that the idea of discreet objects in 

nature is also a metaphor. "It is natural to our intellect, whose function is essentially 

practical, made to present to us things and states rather than changes and acts. But things and 

states are only views, taken by our mind, of becoming. There ate no things, only actions/'22 

Bergson believes that "matter, looked at as an undivided whole, must be a flux rather than 

a thing."23 He questions the possibility of external relations. If there is a clear boundary 

between matter and life, or between two objects, in which the entities concerned do not effect 

each other, the relation would be external. This is the mode of thinking assumed by 

2 0 Bergson, Metaphysics, 30. 

2 1 Don Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology: An Introduction (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1986), 34. 

2 2 Bergson, Metaphysics, 248. 

2 3 Ibid., 186. 
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Modernism and classical physics. Instead of discreet relations, intuition reveals dynamic 

interactions in relations with reciprocal affects—internal relations. One example of an external 

relation which Bergson believes is not helpful is the schism between the sciences and the 

humanities, techne and poiesis: 

For having wished to prevent all conflict between science and philosophy, we 
have sacrificed philosophy without any appreciable gain to science. And for 
having tried to avoid the seeming vicious circle which consists in using the 
intellect to transcend the intellect, we find ourselves turning in a real circle, 
that which consists in laboriously rediscovering by physics a unity that we 
began by positing a priori, a unity that we admitted blindly and unconsciously 
by the very act of abandoning the whole of experience to science and whole 
of reality to pure understanding.24 

This passage suggests Bergson's contention that it is important for both philosophers and 

scientists to understand where they can each contribute to the human project. He is urging a 

cross-talk between different disciplines and a decentering of knowledge. 

Bergson can be seen as a thinker who tried to see things thoroughly and to see things 

whole. His questioning of language led him to propose new vocabularies to talk about time. 

His descriptions and results underscore the importance of a cross-talk among philosophers and 

individuals in other disciplines. The metaphors which are most important in his vocabulary 

include his redescriptions of language, duration, and internal relations. Bergson's vocabulary 

allows us to understand that we are changing, enduring creatures who are linguistically, 

historically, and culturally bound to be a part of the world and not apart from the world. 

24 Ibid., 197. 



Thoreau: Sympathy with Intelligence 

From the forests and wilderness come the tonics and barks which brace mankind. 

Henry David Thoreau, 'Walking" 

To summarize what has been said so far: I have been suggesting that we would do well 

both individually and collectively to describe ourselves as storytellers rather than academic 

specialists qua scientists, theologians or philosophers. Accepting that the vocabulary used by 

scientists or theologians or philosophers has a history means accepting that science, theology, 

and philosophy do not have any special dispensation on Truth, but are just other kinds of 

writing. I have suggested that one result of this linguistic turn is that claims to know the way 

things really are become increasingly tenuous. If truth is a function of sentences and sentences 

are human creations, then every truth-perspective involves groups of people—not just the experts 

or intellectuals—choosing between different (possibly even incommensurable) vocabularies.1 

I have tried to show how Rosemary Ruether's hermeneutic frees people to make choices about 

their final vocabularies by unveiling the historicity and linguisticality of the Christian church. 

By showing that the church as we know it is a human creation, she opens the way for old-new 

kinds of god-talk and church structures. Similarly, I have tried to show that part of Bergson's 

1 Compare the view of Paul Feyerabend, who notes that "Many intellectuals favor...[an 
opposing] authoritarian approach. They overflow with concern for their fellow human beings, 
they may speak of 'truth', 'reason', "objectivity1, even of 'liberty1, but what they really 
want is the power to reshape the world in their own image It is absurd first to declare that 
a society serves the needs of 'the people', and then to let autistic experts (liberals, Marxists, 
Freudians, sociologists of all persuasions) decide what 'the people* 'really' need and 
want." "Notes on Relativism," in Farewell to Reason (London: Verso, 1987), 56-57; see 
also Feyerabend's work Against Method (London: Verso, 1988), 283-284. 
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importance is that he recognizes the importance of new metaphors for science. In particular, 

his metaphor of time as duration makes it possible to describe humankind as being embraced 

by an evolutionary matrix of time and planet. 

In this section I will suggest that Henry David Thoreau also offers an old-new 

vocabulary to speak of the relation between humankind and wild nature which literally brings 

the idea of wilderness down to earth.2 Thoreau is searching for vital words, words "so true 

and fresh and natural that they would appear to expand like the buds at the approach of 

spring 1,3 He is searching for something which no "Augustan or Elizabethan age, which 

no culture, in short can give.1'4 What Thoreau finds from his daily walks and many extended 

trips into the wilderness is an opportunity for an existential epodxe, a physical "bracketing" 

of the world of culture and its vocabulary. Thus his re-creation in the wilderness opens a space 

for alternative descriptions. These redescriptions are a synthesis of older Amerindian words 

and his own unique metaphors; the result is a vocabulary in which he can talk about 

humankind "as an inhabitant, or a part and parcel of Nature, rather than a member of 

society."5 

What is important and novel about Thoreau's redescriptions of nature is that he 

suggests that the wild is interrelated with, and thus inseparable from, the good human life. As 

Roderick Nash notes in his important work Wilderness and the American Mind, before Thoreau 

2 I am indebted to Professor Max Oelschlaeger for letting me read in manuscript his work: 
In Waldenys Wake: The Idea of Wilderness ftvm Prehistory to the Present (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, forthcoming in 1991). I can add little to his important refutation of the notion 
that Thoreau was a Transcendentalist. My emphasis on Thoreau's use of language has been 
influenced by his perspective. 

3 Henry David Thoreau, "Walking," in Excursions, The Writings of Henry David 
Thoreau (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1893), 232. 

4 Thoreau, "Walking," 232. 

5 Ibid., 207. 
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"discussion of wilderness had been mostly in terms of Romantic or nationalistic cliches."6 

Thoreau abandons such an opposition between wilderness and civilization. Perhaps the central 

theme in his writing is the belief that separating civilization from nature can only be detrimental 

to both, producing a "civilization destined to have a speedy limit."7 Examples of his use 

of alternative words in his search for an organic vocabulary abound. He writes that the 

"Musketaquid, or Grass-ground River...did not begin to have a place in civilized 

history...[until] it received the other but kindred name of CONCORD from the first plantation 

that commenced on its banks, which appears to have begun in a spirit of peace and harmony. 

It will be Grass-grviind River as long as grass grows and water runs here; it will be Concord River 

o 

only while men live peaceable lives on its banks. Another example occurs in Walden, when 

Thoreau is talking about the pond which he calls Sandy Pond. 

Flint's Pond! Such is the poverty of our nomenclature. What right had the 
unclean and stupid farmer, whose farm abutted this sky water, whose shores 
he has ruthlessly laid bare, to give his name to it?...Rather let it be named 
from the fishes that swim in it, the wild fowl or quadrupeds which frequent it, 
the wild flowers which grow by its shores, or some wild man or child the 
thread of whose history is interwoven with its own....9 

In addition to using different words to talk about wild nature, Thoreau suggests a different 

context to comprehend wilderness. Rather than seeing wilderness as something which needs 

to be subdued or tamed, Thoreau celebrates the wildness of nature: "I love the wild not less 

than the good."10 For Thoreau the wilderness is a place for re-creation: "From the forest 

6 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind 3rd. ed. (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1982), 84. 

7 Ibid., 237. 

8 Henry David Thoreau, "A Week on the Concord and Merrimak Rivers," in Walden 
and Other Writings, ed. J. W. Krutch (New York: Bantam Books, 1982), 27. Emphasis added. 

9 Thoreau, Walden, in Walden and Other Writings, ed. J. W. Krutch (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1982), 253-254. 

10 Thoreau, Walden, 260. 
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and wilderness come the tonics and barks that brace mank ind . " 1 1 

Nature—wildness—enriches civilization much like a compost heap sustains a garden. "A 

township where one primitive forest waves above while another primitive forest rots, 

below,—such a town is fitted to raise not only corn and potatoes, but poets and philosophers 

for the coming ages."12 In short, Thoreau writes that only in "Wildness lies the 

preservation of the world."13 One way of looking at this suggestion is that Thoreau 

recognized the need for alternative metaphors and perspectives to replace time-worn stories in 

order to keep society vital and to meet the needs of people in a changing world. Thoreau's 

suggestion is that it is only possible to understand who we are by exploring who we are not}4 

That is, encountering wilderness and existentially bracketing as many of the concerns of 

civilization as possible may engender other perspectives—clearer ideas about what life in 

civilization is like at present and alternative ideas about what it might be like in the future. 

Hence I am suggesting that, like Jacques Derrida, Rosemary Ruether and Henri 

Bergson, Thoreau was sensitive to the importance of language and the need to attend to the 

stories we tell. And just as Derrida, Ruether, and Bergson illustrate attempts to get away from 

the idea of a final name, a canonized doctrine, or totalizing scientific system, so Thoreau 

illustrates an alternative to philosophies talking and thinking about knowledge in terms of 

abstraction, permanence and transcendence. 

Thoreau concluded that the misplaced emphasis his fellow New Englander's placed 

upon civilization at the expense of wilderness was due to the fact that they "dwell in 

11 Thoreau, "Walking," 224. 

12 Ibid., 229. 

13 Ibid., 224. 

14 Duerr, Dreamtime, 124-133. 
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forms"—in abstractions.15 The result is a story in which civilization symbolizes permanence 

and transcendental knowledge of Platonic forms, and wilderness symbolizes the ever shifting 

Heraclitean flux into which one dare not step twice. In contrast to his coevals, Thoreau's 

wilderness sojourns—his experiences of nature—and his reflections on these experiences led him 

to a novel redescription of knowledge. 

Thoreau wonders whether "most of our boasted so-called knowledge [is] but a 

conceit that we know something, which robs us of our actual ignorance?" He continues in 

a very Socratic vein: 

Which is the best man to deal with,—he who knows nothing about a subject, 
and, what is extremely rare, knows that he knows nothing, or he who really 
knows something about it, but thinks that he knows all? 

Here Thoreau rejects any transcendental claim to ultimate knowledge. Rather than trying to 

build an epistemological ladder from which his mind could reach a clear and distinct viewpoint 

from on high, Thoreau knows that his "head is an organ for burrowing...."16 The mind 

does not abstract from the world; rather "The intellect is a cleaver; it discerns and rifts its 

way into the secret of things."17 The denouement of Thoreau's story is that the greatest 

that we can attain to is not Knowledge, but Sympathy with Intelligence. I do 
not know that this higher knowledge amounts to anything more definite than 
a novel and grand surprise on a sudden revelation of the insufficiency of all 
that we called Knowledge before,—a discovery that there are more things in 
heaven and earth than are dreamed of in our philosophy. 

Thoreau recognizes the historicity and limitations of our stories—he recognizes that the 

i R 
"highest we can attain to is Sympathy with Intelligence. 

What did Thoreau learn from his wilderness experiences? He learned from his 

15 Thoreau, "Life without Principle," in Walden and other Writings, ed. J. W. Krutch 
(New York: Bantam Books, 1982), 365. 

16 Thoreau, Walden, 178. 

17 Ibid., 178. 

18 Thoreau, "Walking," 210. 
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existential encounter with nature that he was attached to the earth.19 He realized that "The 

earth is not a mere fragment of dead history, stratum upon stratum like the leaves of a book, 

to be studied by geologists and antiquaries chiefly, but living poetry like the leaves of a tree, 

which precede flowers and fruit,—not a fossil earth, but a living earth...."20 Thoreau 

grasped that civilization and wild nature are interrelated and interdependent, and that it is 

possible to talk about the earth with stories which celebrate its vitality. Henry David Thoreau 

learned that through new metaphors, through redescription, it is indeed possible to "Live 

free, [as a] child of the mist."21 

19 Thoreau, Walden, 219. 

2 0 Ibid., 332. Emphasis added. 

2 1 Thoreau, "Walking," 241. 



Vonnegut: The End of the Innocence 

Tiger got to hunt, 
Bird got to fly; 
Man got to sit and wonder, "Whyy whyy why?" 
Tiger got to. sleep, 
Bird got to land; 
Man got to tell himself he understand. 

Kurt Vonnegut, Cat's Cradle 

I have been suggesting that hermeneutic philosophers are involved in a process of 

redescription, and that their activities are somehow different from those of traditional or 

systematic philosophers. Whereas traditional philosophers can promise an education and 

greater truth or justice with their redescriptions, the same promise can not be made by 

hermeneutic philosophers. When a hermeneutic philosopher "claims that her redescription 

is better, she cannot give the term 'better' the reassuring weight the...[traditional philosopher] 

gives it when he explicates it as 'in better correspondence with reality.' " Richard Rorty 

suggests that whereas the traditional philosopher wants our "wish to be kind to be bolstered 

by argument....[the hermeneutic philosopher] just wants our chances of being kind, of avoiding 

the humiliation of others, to be expanded by redescription."1 Rorty goes on to suggest that, 

whereas the traditional systematic philosopher believes that the morally relevant aspect of other 

peoples is their relation to a larger common power such as Reason, human nature, God, or 

History, the linguistic philosopher ''takes the morally relevant definition of a person, a moral 

subject, to be 'something which can be humiliated.' " 2 For hermeneutic philosophers, 

1 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, 91. 

2 Rorty, 91. 
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rather than trying to find reasons why we should not be cruel, the point is to create a feeling 

of "human solidarity...based on a sense of a common danger, not on a common possession 

or shared power."3 

The work of Kurt Vonnegut resonates with an idea of redescription which seeks to 

make people aware of a common danger. Namely, that in our attempts to improve life with 

machines, we too often end up treating the planet and other people as disposable, replaceable 

automatons. What Vonnegut tries to show is that our heroic attempts to become more humane 

often result in tragically inhuman actions. Vonnegut provides no reasons for being kind or for 

protecting the environment. Rather, he exposes the cruel effects of dehumanization and 

mechanization on characters with whom we can identify. Vonnegut shows us that we want to 

avoid cruelty not because of the moral arias sung by traditional philosophers but because we 

can identify enough with the characters to know how badly we would feel in a similar situation. 

A theme to which Vonnegut often returns is the relation between humankind, our 

machines, and planet Earth. One intent of his work is to deconstruct notions that we and our 

machines are the masters and possessors of nature, and to show that such delusions result in 

cruelty and destruction. 

Scientific truth was going to make us so happy and comfortable. 

What actually happened when I was twenty-one was that we dropped 
scientific truth on Hiroshima. We killed everybody there. And I had just 
come home from being a prisoner of war in Dresden, which I'd seen burned 
to the ground.4 

One way of looking at this is that Vonnegut recognized at this point the contingency of our 

stories, and the need to create new stories when old ones no longer work.5 Perhaps the 

3 Ibid., 91. 

4 Kurt Vonnegut, Wampeters, Foma, and Granafalloons (Opinions) (New York: Dell 
Publishing Company, 1965), 161. 

5 Vonnegut had long recognized the important relation between myth and culture. In 1947 
he submitted a master's thesis to the University of Chicago's Anthropology department entitled 
"Fluctuations Between Good and Evil in Simple Tales." As Vonnegut put it, the main idea 
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greatest challenge to the liberal-democratic stories Vonnegut grew up believing in Indianapolis, 

Indiana, occurred during his experiences in World War II.6 His attempts to deal with the 

cruelty of the war emerge variously in God Bless You, Mn Rosewater, and Mother Night, and 

are central to Slaughterhouse-Five. Slaughterhouse-Five is Vonnegut's attempt to deal with his 

captivity in a meat-locker as a prisoner of war during the fire-bombing of Dresden by American 

forces, a bombing raid in which more people were killed than in Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

combined. The characters in the novel (and perhaps Vonnegut himself!) are trying to 

"reinvent themselves and their universe," a process involving the invention of "a lot of 

new lies."7 Vonnegut writes that only with these new lies, with this new mythology, do we 

have any hope. "Only in superstition is there hope. If you want to become a friend of 

O 

civilization, then become an enemy of truth and a fanatic for harmless balderdash. 

Vonnegut's project, then, can be seen as an attempt to critique the established myths, opening 

a space for the creation of alternative stories which point to the sacred for us Late-Modern 

peoples. 
Beginning with his first novel, Player Piano, one central theme in Vonnegut's writings 

is that people have created stories and societies which legitimate an 

intemperate faith in lawless technological progress—namely, [the belief] that 
man is on earth to create more durable and efficient images of himself, and 

was "that the shape of stories was ultimately an important clue to how societies act." See 
Jerome Klinkowitz's article "A Do-It-Yourself Story Collection by Kurt Vonnegut" in 
Vonnegut in America, ed. Jerome Klinkowitz and Donald L. Lawler (New York: Delecorte 
Press, 1977), 55. 

6 The importance of Dresden should not be overemphasized; it should not, in other words, 
be thought of as the neason that Vonnegut is a writer. Vonnegut writes that "The importance 
of Dresden in my life has been considerably exaggerated because my book about it because a 
best-seller. If the book hadn't been a best-seller, it would seem like a very minor experience 
in my life." "Playboy Interview11 in Wampetersy Foma, and Granafalloons, 263. 

7 Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Fix(New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1968), 101. 

8 Vonnegut, "Address to the Graduating Class at Bennington College, 1970" in 
Wampeters, Foma, and Granafalloons, 163. Emphasis added. 
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hence, to eliminate any justification at all for his own continued existence.9 

Player Piano is based upon Vonnegut's experiences working for General Electric. The novel 

is set in Ilium, New York, the same location as the General Electric plant in which he was 

employed as a public relations officer. An iconoclastic engineer named Lasher, long since fired 

because he could work within the system, comments about the holy religion of material 

progress: 

all that folklore was cooked up by public relations and advertising men hired 
by managers and engineers to make big business popular in the old days, 
which it certainly wasn't in the beginning. Now the engineers and managers 
believe with all their hearts the glorious things their forebears hired people to 
say about them.10 

The result_of the characters' blind faith in technology is that "more and more of their old 

values don't apply anymore. People have no choice but to become second-rate machines 

themselves, or wards of machines."11 

In this technologically advanced future world ruled by the "divine right of 

machines," Vonnegut makes his point by showing us the very human effects which occur 

when people are replaced by machines. We can imagine how we would feel if we were reduced 

to resources—*/!//*#? to be discarded when no longer useful, just like disposable razor blades. 

The theme of dehumanization and mechanization reappears in other Vonnegut 

writings, particularly TJie Sums of Titan. In this, the most fantastical of all Vonnegut's writings, 

we are introduced to the Tralfamadoreans, a society of sentient machines whose mythological 

history resembles our own possible future. 

Once upon a time on Tralfamadore there were creatures who weren't 
anything like machines. They weren't dependable. They weren't efficient. 
They weren't predictable. They weren't durable. And these poor creatures 
were obsessed with the idea that everything that existed had to have a 

9 Vonnegut, Player Piano, (New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1952), 262. 

10 Vonnegut, Player Piano, 79. 

11 Ibid., 251. 
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purpose, and that some purposes were higher than others. 
These creatures spent most of their time trying to find out what their 

purpose was. And every time they found our what seemed to be a purpose 
of themselves, the purpose seemed so low that the creatures were filled with 
disgust and shame. 

And, rather than serve such a low purpose, the creatures would make 
a machine to serve it. This left the creatures free to serve higher purposes. 
But whenever they found a higher purpose, the purpose still wasn't high 
enough. 

So machines were made to serve higher purposes, too. 
And the machines did everything so expertly that they were finally 

given the job of finding out what the highest purpose of the creatures could 
be. 

The machines reported in all honesty that the creatures couldn't really 
be said to have any purpose at all. 

The creatures thereupon began slaying each other, because they hated 
purposeless things above all else. 

And they discovered that they weren't even very good at slaying. So 
they turned that job over to the machines, too. And the machines finished it 
up in less time than it takes to say "Tralfamadore."12 

The creatures that once existed on Tralfamadore are clearly meant to be similar to people. 

The practice of creating machines which make people obsolete is one continued from Player 

Piano. Vonnegut's moral is that we can no longer labor under the machine metaphor. Rather 

than trying to find higher purposes that make us seem more sky-god-like at the expense of 

kindness, Vonnegut believes that "The main business of humanity is to do a good job of 

being human beings...not to serve as appendages to machines, institutions, and systems."13 

Vonnegut suggests that what we need are organic, folk societies. We need to revise 

our stories, create "new lies," in which we can live in old-new ways. Vonnegut pokes fun 

at the hegemony of mechanistic science by postulating his own First Law of Life: "Human 

beings become increasingly contented as they approach the simpleminded, brotherly conditions 

of a folk society."14 What he wants, and what he believes others want, is to live in societies 

12 Vonnegut, Sirens of Titan (New York: Dell Books, 1968), 274-275. 

13 Ibid., 273. 

14 Vonnegut, "Address to the National Institute of Arts and Letters, 1971" in 
Wampeters, Fonia, and Gwnafalloons, 179. 
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"wherein everyone is a friendly relative, and no act or object is without holiness."15 What 

Vonnegut wants is to be free to "live with alligators, to think like an alligator."16 This 

ecological understanding of community includes solidarity with the Earth. Vonnegut writes in 

Player Piano that no one can "live without roots—roots in a patch of desert, a red clay field, 

a mountain slope, a rocky coast, a city street. In black loam, in mud or sand or rock or asphalt 

or carpet, every man had his roots down deep—in home."17 Without the land, without 

community, we "feel like fish out of water...If we become increasingly wild and preposterous 

in modern times—well, so do fish on river banks, for a little while."18 

But how does Vonnegut believe we can change? Simply stated, Vonnegut thinks that 

we would be better off if we stopped telling the Big Lie of Enlightenment Rationalism which 

has created "better bombs through science," savings and loan scandals, and ozone holes. 

Vonnegut suggests that we do not need bigger brains, we do not need more information—most 

of all, we do not need to become more scientific or rational. Vonnegut writes in Gaidpogos 

from a perspective in the future, from which the narrator can look back on humanity, that the 

"overelaborate nervous circuitry" was part of the problem. "This was a very innocent 

planet, except for those great big brains" that wanted control more than they wanted 

19 

community. 

Vonnegut's hope is very similar to the idea of Richard Rorty introduced at the 

beginning of this section.20 Rather than trying to find universal essences that unite different 

15 Ibid., 179. 

16 Vonnegut, "Playboy Interview." 244. 

17 Vonnegut, Player Piano, 205. 

18 Vonnegut, "Address to the National Institute of Arts and Letters," 179. 

19 Vonnegut, Gaidpogos, (New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1985), 9. 

20 See page 43. 
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peoples, Vonnegut hopes that with our stories we can encourage community and reduce cruelty. 

Through redescription and reimaging in art and myth, we can come to see more and more 

different peoples as part of the same community. Vonnegut recognizes that fictions can help 

reduce the number of "them's" in the world and increase the number of "us's." 

Vonnegut understands that cultures are shaped by stories and that "all cultures 

function on faith, rather than truth." This is a source of hope: "It means we don't have 

to continue this way if we don't like it."21 We can change if so persuaded by new ideas. 

Vonnegut believes that artists occupy specialized places in society as "evolutionary 

cells....writers are a means of introducing new ideas into the society, and also a means of 

responding symbolically to life."22 Vonnegut calls this idea "the canary-in-a-coal-mine 

theory of the arts. This theory argues that artists are useful to society because they are so 

sensitive. They are supersensitive. They keel over like canaries in coal mines filled with poison 

gas, long before more robust types realize that any danger is there."23 Hence Vonnegut 

tries to create solidarity by helping people identify with other, different people by describing 

others as people we can care about, not as abstractions that can be rationalized away. 

2 1 Vonnegut, "Playboy Interview," 276. 

22 Ibid., 237. 

2 3 Vonnegut, "Address to the American Physical Society" in Wampeters, Foma, and 
Granafalloons, 92. 



Reawakening the Dreamtime 

Contemporary myth is discontinuous. It is no longer expressed in long fixed narratives but only 
in "discourseat most, it is phraseology, a corpus of phrases (of stereotypes); myth 
disappears but leaving—so much the more insidious—the mythical. 

Roland Bart lies, Image-Music-Text 

The persistent theme of my discussion has been that issues as diverse as our relation 

to the environment, our collective subjugation of women, and our marginalization of minorities 

are all interrelated by a cultural web of language. I believe our delusion that we can be the 

masters and possessors of the environment, women, and minorities is intimately related to the 

stories we tell.' If we continue to think of language merely as an objective cloak thrown over 

the facts, we will persist in destroying and subjugating those things which do not fit the "in-

group's" definition. So long as we continue to believe in stories which promise some 

privileged vantage point, we will proceed to ignore people who do not share this point of 

view—after all, they could not possibly see things clearly and distinctly. In this section I will 

suggest that marginalized peoples may be able to see something of which we, because of our 

conception of language, are unaware. I will try to show that the linguistic turn offers an 

opportunity for rekindling the sense of the sacred found in what are often called "archaic" 

peoples. 

Once we take the linguistic turn we shift our attention from trying to know a universal 

presence (God, Humanity, History, Truth), to a recognition that the human condition is an 

ironic process of trying to close, but never filling, the gap between event and meaning, 

experience and language, signified and sign. The human project is one of intention: "And 

there lies the value of myth: not in discovering the origin of fire, but in asserting the power of 
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the human intelligence as it pursues such large questions. In fact, beyond what we know of the 

linguistic basis for myth, intentionality is all: the intention especially to confront the 

unanswerable."24 

The linguistic turn helps us make a distinction between the myths, symbols, and icons 

which point to the sacred and the process of creating them. This distinction lets us see that 

while particular myths may die, mythicily itself is a process very much alive in modern times. 

We can now understand the sacred not as some thing, not as some transcendental presence, but 

as a perpetual absence of meaning in which there is room for us once again to play, to create, 

to interpret, to be significant. Although we hear from many different fronts that "Western 

civilization is in crisis" due to the demise of our communal legitimating narratives, we would 

do well to remember that the crisis is over the inability of our present interpretations of our 

sacred texts to provide scientifically plausible and psychically compelling meanings and purposes 

for our lives.25 It is not a crisis over humankind's sudden inability to create new fictions and 

myths. Indeed, the present study has tried to show that the importance of the writings of 

Ruether, Bergson, Thoreau, and Vonnegut lies in their mythicity—in the authors' ability to 

engage others in the process of interpretation which they have begun. I have tried to show that 

what is sacred in their writings is the conversation itself— because, as I have stressed—it is 

"language which makes the sacred possible." 

Rosemary Ruether and other feminists are giving us new ways of relating to the Bible, 

the Great Code of Western civilization. Henry Bergson has opened up a new way of talking 

about the importance of time and evolutionary process in our lives. Henry David Thoreau has 

24 Gould, 178. 

25 For discussion of "the crisis of Western civilization" see Loyal D. Rue, Amythia: 
Crisis in the Namral History of Western Culture (Tuscaloosa: Alabama University Press, 1989), 
and Jean-Francous Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff 
Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University.of Minnesota Press, 1989). 

26 Gould, 173. 
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given us a rich new metaphoric for understanding the effects of the fence we have built between 

civilization and wilderness. Kurt Vonnegut's writings offer a perspective on the implications of 

our present societal machinery. What I have tried to show with my interpretive perspective is 

that one theme which all these writings share is an ability to let us see ourselves more clearly 

by showing us who we are not. My conviction is that, collectively, these authors point to an 

"old-new" way of being in the world. Precisely what this old-new way will be we can not 

say. However, it is possible to point to general characteristics. 

In his important work The Sacred and the Profane, Mircea Eliade proposes two 

metaphors for human existence: homo historicus and homo religiosus. In each case the role of 

language is central; the final vocabularies of each form paradigmatic models for human social, 

emotional, and spiritual life. Homo historicus is the paradigmatic modern person: someone 

playing a language game which builds fences between civilization and wilderness, men and 

women, and sacrality and existence. The writings of Ruether, Bergson, Thoreau and Vonnegut 

can all be thought of as "boundary explorations"—attempts to deconstruct present 

exclusionary linguistic fences and to substitute more inclusive myths which resonate with the 

traces of homo religiosus. 

Eliade writes that perhaps the central characteristic of homo religiosus is a faith in an 

absolute reality which both transcends everyday existence and manifests itself in it—thus 

consecrating the world. Life has a sacred temporal and spacial origin; human life has value 

insofar as it remains close to structures and rituals which point to this origin."7 However, in 

light of the linguistic turn Eliade's emphasis on origins is problematic.28 If we are to achieve 

a "second-order naivete" about our lives and our relation to the sacred in the context of 

the lingustic turn, we will have to see whether or not it is possible to reconcile what might be 

77 
" Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, trans. Willard R. Trask (San Diego: Harcourt 

Brace Jovanovich, 1959), 68-117. 

28 See page 12. 
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called an "archaic" idea of the sacred with what has been said about the linguistic turn and 

the gap between event and meaning.29 

Sacred time has many names in many cultures. Most important for this study are 

alcheringa, chukiirpa, ungiir, giigari-gara, lalai—the various names by which Australian aborigines 

call "the dreamtime."30 The name "dreamtime" points toward the relation between 

myth and language: just as myths fill the gap between event and meaning, dreams also occupy 

a space in the ambiguous realm between sentience and sleep. However, more important is the 

fact that these peoples do not use "dreamtime" to refer to a specific time of origin. 

Rather, they use it to name a time between times, a time which fills a gap between different 

realities. Anthropologist Hans Peter Duerr writes that "the concept of 'dreamtime' does 

not refer to any time in the distant past to which the Australians supposedly think they can 

return, which can be 'called up/ 'repeated,1 or 'emulated,' which 'endures/ or proceeds 

'parallel' to ordinary time, or which could be 'projected' upon the present. The 

'dreamtime is not past, present or future time: it has no 'location1 whatever, on the 

continuum of time."31 Duerr argues that in the "mythic perspective" of these peoples, 

hindsight and foresight lose their relevance, which they possess in ordinary or 'historical* 

perspective."32 Certain times, then, are "between times"—they are timeless in the 

sense of being atemporaL What archaic humans possess is the insight that "one had to leave 

the world, that one could only become 'tame' only if before one had been 'wild', that one 

could only live in the true sense of the word if one had proved one's willingness to die. In 

order to live within the order, in other words, in order to be consciously tame or domesticated, 

29 "Second-order naivete" is Max Oelschlaeger's term. 

3 0 Duerr, 119. 

3 1 Ibid., 119. 

3 2 Ibid., 117. 
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one had to have lived in the wilderness. One could know what inside meant only if one had 

been outside"*3 When these people enter the dreamtime they temporarily step outside the 

roles of their socially defined selves. When they return they are better able to appreciate who 

they are because they have experienced who they are not. 

Duerr's exegesis allows a reconciliation of the linguistic turn and an archaic idea of the 

sacred. Rather than saying that we Late-Moderns have lost our reverence for origins, it is now 

possible to say that we have lost an awareness of need to understand from as many perspectives 

and descriptions as possible. We have lost an awareness of the need for alternative metaphors 

and myths. In our attempts at recovering this lost sense of the sacred, Duerr writes that we 

should not 

"endlessly move our fenceposts further and further into the wilderness and 
ceaselessly clear, work, categorize what is 'out there'. It means instead that 
we ourselves should turn wild so as not to surrender to our own wildness, but 
rather to acquire in that way a consciousness of ourselves as tamed, as cultural 
beings. 

If we wanted to understand only the one side in and of itself, we 
would be like...[a person] who goes to a record shop and asks to buy only one 
side of a record. 

In our attempts to reawaken a sense of the sacred, we Late-Moderns will have to risk a 

Thoreauvian encounter with difference and try to recognize that only in experiences of our own 

wildness lies the hope for the preservation of ourselves and civilization. We are now in a 

position to understand that the dreamtime is the gap between signifiers which the subject has 

to occupy, the always-trying-to-be-closed-but-never-filled-gap between event and meaning. The 

dreamtime is an awareness of the need for a play of signifiers in an attempt to find vital 

meaning. We can now understand the dreamtime as an awareness of the need to explore 

alternative interpretations and descriptions in an attempt to maintain the vitality of our shared 

myths. Therefore, reawakening the dreamtime involves deconstructing the linguistic fences we 

have erected and replacing them with myths which legitimate solidarity and community. 

33 Ibid., 42-43. Emphasis added. 
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This process of mythic interpretation and creation is vital to reawakening the 

dreamtime: "our fate is transacted in the potential spaces of language In language we 

achieve a certain identity through the repetitive shortening and widening of the distance in 

discourse between the hidden exterior and the vulnerable interior."34 Our future as 

individuals and as communities will be decided by whether or not we can learn to dismantle or 

at least straddle the fence we have erected between civilization and wilderness. Our fate will 

be decided by how successfully we are able to enter into a play of language games—to create, 

to be significant, to call into being new myths—in the ever present gap between event and 

meaning. 

34 Gould, 86. 


