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I first had in mind to write an essay, not about 
the limitations the essayistic form places on the 
writer, but rather about something quite down to 
earth, a comment about the politics of today. I felt 
inspired by Camus’s analysis of the idea of “rebel-
lion” in his long essay !e Rebel, and thought to 
carry out something similar of my own. I wanted 
to talk about “vendetta” as an idea, and in particu-
lar the American vendetta against Islamic extrem-
ism. I wanted to show how our characterization 
of the Islamic extremists’ political agenda reveals 
something about us, about our national desires, 
and aspirations. To be specific, we Americans say 
that they are romantically pining for a return to 
the historical apex of their civilization, the age of 
the caliph; but it seems to me that we too are ro-
mantically pining for a moment in our own past, 
namely the American liberation of Europe. In my 
essay, I would have tried to show why I think this 
is the case.

But as I was writing that essay I thought to myself, 
“Many people who read this essay will feel a cer-
tain hostility towards it, because it is not the type 
of essay they are used to reading.” So I thought to 
write about that hostility, its conditions, and its 
consequences, instead.

When we read articles about international rela-
tions or politics we expect sources, substantiation, 
rigorous argumentation and so forth. We tend to 
say, “I’m not going to believe anything unless you 
prove it to me.” But a fundamental belief of mine, 
which I think there is hardly any point in justify-
ing, is that for certain claims there can be no sub-
stantiation besides resonance: the reader simply 
must feel that it is right. With matters religious, 
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we all accept this must be the case, and perhaps 
this is why many of us snicker at religion. But let 
us be clear: if we were to examine the truth-claims 
of many disciplines, including and especially those 
of the so-called “queen of the sciences,” math-
ematics, we would find that they ultimately rest 
on nothing besides resonance. And yet in so many 
areas of knowledge we have become so wooden 
that it is becoming very di*cult for us to feel reso-
nance at all. 

Of course, we have a perfunctory—and, frankly, 
wooden—way of responding to arguments that 
we know are supposed to resonate with us. For ex-
ample, we know that with Nietzsche or Foucault 
or Freud we cannot expect well-evidenced argu-
ments, because that’s not their style, and this is 
half their genius. If you cannot feel the argument 
Nietzsche or Foucault is articulating, and ignore 
the dearth of evidence, then you are a hopeless 
reader, and you will never be refined enough to 
understand geniuses of the highest level. But of 
course we are encouraged put these writers on a 
pedestal before reading them; as a result, when 
they say absurd things, we conclude that these ge-
niuses cannot possibly mean what it sounds like 
they are saying. An example: Nietzsche thinks that 
our paradigm for understanding the natural world 
should be to view every object as having a will to 
power, a will in the sense that you or I have a will. 
If this is not a species of animism then nothing is. 
Behold the man, Nietzsche, who has vehemently 
argued that we as a culture must move away from 
the nihilism of modern science and toward a view 
that trees and rocks have spirits. But my wooden 
antagonist claims, “No, that’s not Nietzsche.” He 
insists that Nietzsche was probably joking in that 
passage, and even if he wasn’t, still we could split a 
million hairs to separate Nietzsche from animism. Brian Libgober is a third-year in the College,    
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And I say to him, even though all those hairs must 
be split to understand Nietzsche’s thought exactly, 
if we cannot even entertain the idea that some-
one could prefer animism, then our interpretation 
of Nietzsche will amount nothing more than—
forgive my statement of the obvious—a lot of 
hairsplitting. We must be willing to risk animism 
if we are to go where Nietzsche has gone. If we 
are wooden to this timbre of Nietzsche’s thought, 
then he has nothing to teach us. We must shake 
ourselves out of this torpor, which has deeply af-
fected cultural criticism 
and the humanities as a 
whole. 

In this spirit, let me 
o.er a brave little ob-
servation as an aside, 
which I think may 
have some resonance 
with this topic.

With the scientific 
revolution, the natu-
ral sciences developed 
a way of accessing 
truth which was fun-
damentally unassailable. 
/ey developed empiricism and the notion of 
evidence. /ey developed the notion of demon-
strability as a criterion for something to be sci-
entific truth, even fact at all. Philosophy, and the 
humanities as a whole, then faced a conundrum. 
Given this impossible ideal, how was it possible 
for these disciplines to say anything true at all? 
One way was mimicry. /e study of society, which 
had theretofore been based on extrapolation from 
little more than common sense, became empiri-
cal in the form of economics, sociology, political 
science, and so forth. Some disciplines, however, 
could not be turned into empirical sciences—
for example, metaphysics, which took a di.erent 
“science” as its role model, namely mathematics. 
Descartes and Kant modeled their arguments on 
the unassailable deductive methods of mathemat-
ics, which allowed then, somewhat amusingly, to 
disparage the truths o.ered by natural science as 
inferior to the a priori certainties of mathematics. 
Of course, many misidentify the guarantor of de-

duction, the thing that makes a deduction valid. 
For Descartes it was the “natural light,” no doubt 
the same natural light he saw when working on ge-
ometry. At some point one sees why something is 
true, something feels right: one feels a resonance. 
In mathematics the feeling of soundness is still the 
be–all and end–all of proof, and mathematicians 
have never quite got beyond “natural light” as a 
gold standard. Nonetheless, as a methodology for 
metaphysics, the natural light was declared bank-
rupt in some court of public opinion somewhere, 

and ultimately failed to be 
remotely as compelling 

as the scientific truth 
o.ered by the new 
empiricism. 

Herein lies one of 
the great ironies of 
Nietzsche’s work: as re-
lentlessly anti-positiv-
ist as Nietzsche was, he 
created a way for phi-
losophy to proceed sci-
entifically, by combin-
ing philosophy with 
history in the form of 

genealogy. /e idea was 
that one could speak without fear of the biasing 
interference of personal belief by invoking the his-
torical record. Here, at last, was something that 
could be demonstrated. /e philosopher states his 
claim, and then o.ers evidence from the historical 
record. At last, with legitimate evidence of some 
kind, the philosopher can proudly stand on his 
feet and say something.

Of course one may wonder whether any of this 
history is any good. /e historical philosopher 
works with grand themes, sometimes too grand 
for the history that is meant to serve as his evi-
dence. For example, a philosopher once claimed 
that there are master moralities and slave mo-
ralities. Is it the case that every morality is one 
or the other? Couldn’t it be that some moralities 
are essentially hybrid? /e philosopher who ex-
pounded this theory did not seem to care that his 
hypotheses were rash. /e resonance in general is 
what mattered to him. If one is to say great things 

We must be willing to risk 
animism if we are to go 

where Nietzsche has gone. If 
we are wooden to this timbre 
of Nietzsche’s thought, then 
he has nothing to teach us.
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with deep resonance, it might be the case that one 
would have to be wrong, at least partially.

History as a method of philosophy thus has no 
guarantee of truth, and, it would appear, is prob-
ably doomed to be incompletely true. On the 
other hand, a second means to demonstrate truth 
had already been developed much earlier and has 
gradually risen to such prominence that it nearly 
eclipses the other means. /is technique is called 
textual criticism. One cannot be sure whether what 
the text says is right, but one can be sure that what 
one is saying about the text 
is right. /e result is that 
people quote other people 
as a way of providing evi-
dence, and then proceed 
as if their argument was 
evidenced. 

Take for example the 
book Contingency, Irony, 
and Solidarity by Richard 
Rorty, a thinker of consid-
erable merit who, even in 
this moderately silly book, 
occasionally says some-
thing that resonates deeply with me. /e book 
itself is a manifesto for what Rorty calls “liberal 
ironism.” An ironist is someone who refuses to 
make their beliefs dogmatic, who does not believe 
that their own views are true in an ultimate sense. 
Such a person realizes that they hold their par-
ticular beliefs only as a result of a series of histori-
cal contingencies. Rorty devotes the first third of 
the book to explaining what has made such a view 
possible, and Nietzsche and Wittgenstein figure 
prominently in his account. He presses on to de-
scribe the virtues of a liberal world-view, by which 
he means a view that thinks “causing su.ering 
is the worst thing that we do.” He then analyzes 
several prominent thinkers and illustrates what 
makes them liberal or not liberal, ironist or not 
ironist. He closes with the hope that in the future 
more liberal ironists will come along. 

I am not interested in claiming that Rorty’s book 
is actually a manifesto of the oft-caricatured rela-
tivistic bleeding-heart liberal professor type, al-

though Rorty certainly seems to have thought not 
one minute about whether someone might read 
his book in this way. Nor do I want observe that 
Rorty also appears not to have considered what 
Nietzsche’s reaction to this book would be, despite 
the prominent role Nietzsche plays in his argu-
ment. It is safe to say Nietzsche would think the 
book abysmal in its expressing with utter earnest-
ness the nihilistic sentimentality which defines our 
age. What I do want to point out is simply this: 
at the end of the book, Rorty gives a salutation to 
the liberal ironist of the future, who will contin-

ue to experiment with the 
form and content of art 
and thought and help us 
explore an as yet unknown 
part of human existence. 
Let us think for a moment 
about whether the book 
Contingency, Irony, and 
Solidarity experiments 
with form in any way. It 
has helped us realize noth-
ing about our humanity 
at all. In fact, its essential 
insights could have been 
given in no more than ten 

pages, without quoting or analyzing text at all, 
and probably with infinitely more aplomb. Why 
does Rorty do it, then—why does he write this 
way? He writes a book praising the virtues of free 
expression, but he does it in the most cloistered, 
stifled style of today: textual analysis. 

I think Rorty is afraid, afraid that what he would 
write in a free and uninhibited style would not be 
received warmly. He is afraid that he has no talent 
for writing beautiful things, even beautiful essays. 
/ere is a world of di.erence between the essays 
Rorty spent his life writing and the essays of an 
Orwell or a Borges. If Rorty were to try for beauty, 
well, he might not make it. And so he thoroughly 
evidences his argument, one that was supposed 
to be a statement of principles, was supposed to 
come from his heart. To be sure, Rorty is, as I said, 
a great thinker; the only really disappointing thing 
about reading his book is imagining how much 
richer it would be if its author had a little more 
faith in himself, in his ability to express himself, 

/e principal duty 
an essay writer has 
to his reader is to 

not waste his time.
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and had not used his textual evidence as a shield. 
Especially sad, given that the point of ironism was 
to escape from the tyranny of truth, and here we 
have our liberator holding it ever closer. 

We must not repeat Rorty’s mistake: we must be-
lieve in ourselves, and try to express good thoughts, 
clever thoughts, and free thoughts to the last. But 
now it appears we are no better o. than before—
how does one say something about the world, 
without the safety of speaking from an already 
enunciated position, say Foucault’s or Marx’s, or 
with the support of immense knowledge, as an es-

tablished expert in the field? My answer is simple: 
in any way at all. /e principal duty an essay writer 
has to his reader is to not waste his time. /e best 
way to do that is to challenge the reader with a 
new thought, conveyed with passion, written en-
tertainingly and clearly, unless for some reason 
clarity would diminish enjoyment. To come up 
with an idea that satisfies these criteria, why, one 
could start anywhere, even with some homespun 
piece of folk wisdom. Something like, “Between 
every pair of enemies there is a mirror reflecting 
each one on the other.” 


