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Whereas the liberal metaphysician thinks that the good liberal knows 

certain crucial propositions to be true, the liberal ironist thinks the good 

liberal has a certain kind of know-how. Whereas he thinks of the high culture 

of liberalism as centering around theory, she thinks of it as centering around 

literature (in the older and narrower sense of that term-plays, poems, and, 

especially, novels). He thinks that the task of the intellectual is to preserve 

and defend liberalism by backing it up with some true propositions about 

large subjects, but she thinks that this task is to increase our skill at 

recognizing and describing the different sorts of little things around which 

individuals or communities center their fantasies and their lives. The ironist 

takes the words which are fundamental to metaphysics, and in particular to 

the public rhetoric of the liberal democracies, as Just another text, just  

another set of little human things. Her ability to understand what it is like to 

make one’s life center around these words is not distinct from her ability to 

grasp what it is like to make one’s life center around the love of Christ or of 

Big Brother. Her liberalism does not consist in her devotion to those particular 

words but in her ability to grasp the function of many different sets of words.

These distinctions help explain why ironist philosophy has not done, and 

will not do, much for freedom and equality. But they also explain why  

“literature” (in the older and narrower sense), as well as ethnography, and 

journalism, is doing a lot. As I said earlier, pain is nonlinguistic: It is what 

we human beings have that ties us to the nonlanguage-using beasts. So 

victims of cruelty, people who are suffering, do not have much in the way of 

a language. That is why there is no such things as the “voice of the 

oppressed” or the “language of the victims”. The language the victims once 

used is not working anymore, and they are suffering too much to put new 

words together. So the job of putting their situation into language is going to 

have to be done for them by somebody else. The liberal novelist, poet, or 
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journalist is good at that. The liberal theorist usually is not.

The suspicion that ironism in philosophy has not helped liberalism is 

quite right, but that is not because ironist philosophy is inherently cruel. It is 

because liberals have come to expect philosophy to do a certain job - namely, 

answering questions like “Why not be cruel?” and “Why be kind?” - and they 

feel that any philosophy which refuses this assignment must be heartless. But 

that expectation is a result of a metaphysical upbringing. If we could get rid 

of the expectation, liberals would not ask ironist philosophy to do a job which 

it cannot do, and which it defines itself as unable to do.

The metaphysician’s association of theory with social hope and of 

literature with private perfection is, in an ironist liberal culture, reversed. 

Within a liberal metaphysical culture the disciplines which were charged with 

penetrating behind the many private appearances to the one general common 

reality - theology, science, philosophy - were the ones which were expected to 

bind human beings together, and thus to help eliminate cruelty. Within an 

ironist culture by contrast it is the disciplines which specialize in thick 

description of the private and idiosyncratic which are assigned this job. In 

particular, novels and ethnographies which sensitize one to the pain of those 

who do not speak our language must do the job which demonstrations of a 

common human nature were supposed to do. Solidarity has to be constructed 

out of little pieces, rather than found already waiting, in the form of an ur-

language which all of us recognize when we hear it.

Conversely, within our increasingly ironist culture, philosophy has become 

more important for the pursuit of private perfection rather than for any social 

task.
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