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Blinkered: A Pragmatist Critique of Liberalism

Ana-Maria Pascal

The promised land of liberalism?

Picture this: you’re twenty-one; you come 
from a former communist country, where the 
bloodiest Revolution in Europe has just taken 
place. You have a scholarship to study Humanities 
in the UK – and that, after having seen a thousand 
plus of your countrymen dying in the Revolution, 
is like fulfilling a will. It really has that kind of 
momentum, because the freedom that you enjoy 
now was unimaginable in your country for nearly 
half a century. Your grandfather had been a colonel 
in the Second World War; your father died of 
cancer after having worked in an oil refinery for 
two decades; your mother, though still alive, has 
deep scars from her work: after having been infect-
ed with hepatitis while in hospital with flu, she got 
contaminated with TBC while working in a chem-
ical laboratory: the thought that someone should 
assume responsibility for such awful errors would 
not even cross her mind. These generations didn’t 
know the meaning of the word ‘freedom’, and could 
not imagine that individuals might have any rights, 
or that the State could ever be held to account for 
its failure to provide and protect those. 

But now all that is behind – the blood of 
hundreds of youngsters just like you has been shed, 
for the sake of freedom from oppression, and 
respect for human rights. Now you are setting foot 
on the land of a people that has enjoyed freedom 
for centuries; surely living and studying here for a 
while will be a source of priceless life-experiences, 
which you should treasure not only for yourself, 
but for the memory of those who died, so that their 
country may some day become like the one in 
which you are arriving now. Indeed, on this land 
you will be the body and soul of your father, your 
grandfather, and all your forerunners who knew 
nothing of basic human rights and liberties 
throughout their life. You feel like Zorba the Greek 
when he meets the schoolteacher – the personifi-
cation of knowledge and experience; only the learn-
ing process would prove to take a surprising turn… 

You soon make a friend – Tumi, who comes 
from Nigeria, is studying to become a manager, to 
help the people back home fight their poverty. The 
two of you share an enthusiasm for liberal values, 
which is rooted in deeply unsettling historical expe-
riences of political and economic drama – rather 
than in sociologic studies. 

However, as weeks and months pass by and 
you become acquainted with the local culture, you 
come across patterns of behaviour which don’t 
seem to fit with the liberal notions that warm up 
your spirit. Tumi notices it, too. People seem to 
look at people through various pairs of glasses; 
institutions seem to classify individuals on all cri-
teria but the individual identity one; human rights 
seem to be more abstract and, in practice, more elu-
sive than expected. Everyone is assigned an identi-
ty package before even opening their mouth; and, 
what is more disturbing, even if one’s package fits 
with one’s background, the latter seems to be 
ignored. Poverty and the scars of a troubled past 
are seen as handicaps, without further notice being 
taken of their historical causes – as though they 
were some entirely alien plagues. It is almost as if 
Europe is trying to forget its colonial past and 
unthinkable ideological derails over the last half a 
century, before having gone through a reconciliato-
ry process which would help it forgive itself.

Are these just passing impressions – symp-
toms of some idiosyncratic sensitivity – or is there 
more to it, something to do with the socio-political 
liberal culture, which isn’t quite right? The problem 
seems to arise especially in multicultural spaces, 
where the rights and needs of each individual are 
more obvious – because more acute; so when the 
individual doesn’t seem to have a voice (or even a 
face) anymore, one may rightfully ask whatever 
happened to our liberal system? Let us take a closer 
look at some attitudes and perceptions, which 
make our two visiting students suspect that the lib-
eral culture they were eager to learn from might be 
centred on something other than individual rights 
and potential. 
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The Labelling Industry 

One of the biggest traps of a multicultural 
space is the tendency to classify people – albeit for 
honourable purposes such as monitoring the imple-
mentation of our Equal Opportunities Policy. All this 
does, in fact, is emphasise one or two classification 
criteria, as though they could provide enough infor-
mation as to the very nature of people’s individual 
identity. The pluralism of criteria – which is the 
most important feature of an equal opportunities 
form – is more often than once overlooked. Conse-
quently, the fact that there are several (sometimes 
conflicting, possibly mutually challenging and cer-
tainly continuously changing) components to each 
individual’s identity is conveniently forgotten. 

To say that this person is a Muslim – full 
stop – is to imply that he / she is more a Muslim 
than: a he / she; of this or that particular age, 
nationality and cultural, political, professional or 
other kind of affiliation; and indeed with this or 
that kind of family history. Moreover, it is to reduce 
that person not only to just one aspect of his / her 
identity, but also to a single type of life-experienc-
es, or situations in which one might find oneself. 
Because the same person may identify himself / 
herself in different ways, according to the circum-
stances: someone whose child has just been in a 
serious accident may say that (s)he is a parent, 
more than anything else; whereas in the middle of 
a debate on whether or not veiled women should 
be allowed to teach in schools, the same person is 
more likely to assert his / her Muslim affiliation; 
but then again, the same individual may be quite 
keen to define him / herself as, say, a Bosnian, when 
visiting certain parts of the Balkans�. Why is it, 
�. There is nothing new in the realisation that we have mul-
ti-layered identities, which cannot and should not be com-
partmentalised and even less labelled. Amin Maalouf dedi-
cated a whole book to this idea, ten years ago – Les Identités 
meurtrières (Editions Grasset, �996) was first published in 
English with the title On Identity in 2000. A few citations 
will help make the point: Each individual’s identity is made up 
of a number of elements, and these are clearly not restricted to 
the particulars set down in official records (…). A person may 
feel a more or less strong attachment to a province, a village, a 
neighbourhood, a clan, a professional team or one connected with 
sport, a group of friends, a union, a company, a parish, a com-
munity of people with the same passions, the same sexual pref-
erences, the same handicaps, or who have to deal with the same 
kind of pollution or other nuisance. Of course, not all these al-
legiances are equally strong, at least at any given moment. But 
none is entirely insignificant, either.” (�0) The identity a per-

then, that the civilised world tends to attach a single 
label on each individual – and treat him or her as 
the bearer of that particular side of his/ her identi-
ty, irrespective of context and the person’s prefer-
ences? Why do we hold on to what Amin Maalouf 
calls a tribal concept of identity (Maalouf, 2000, p. 
25)?

We’re not aliens, we’re just poor!� 

Being extremely poor (or rich, for that 
matter) is one layer of people’s identity we find par-
ticularly difficult not to objectify and treat as the 
very core of their identity. Of course it is not easy 
to communicate with someone whose life is – at 
least prima facie – so radically different than yours, 
that you don’t see how this person could possibly 
have feelings, concerns, imagination, or ideas – 
other than those strictly aimed at fulfilling one’s 
basic needs. But that is certainly no reason to pat-
ronise such a person, or suspect him / her of being 
a thief! There is hardly anything more constraining 
than the assumption of guilt or the ‘primitive spe-
cies’ label that are seen as part of ‘the poor’ identity 
package. And, to anticipate some of the findings in 
the next section, it seems that economists (espe-
cially those interested in international develop-
ment) may have better suggestions for improving 
the poverty perception phenomenon, thereby lib-
erating those who are subject to it, than liberal the-
oreticians do.

If taking one’s shoes off when entering a 
peasant’s house is not enough to show respect for 
the host unless that comes with a deeply respectful 
behaviour (that is to say, if the gesture of taking 
one’s shoes off is only out of concern that the host 
may not be able to afford a maid, or a new carpet), 
then how much less must a (patronising) smile be 
worth to someone automatically categorised as 
poor, unless accompanied by a willingness to stop 
for a moment, and listen to what that person has to 
say. Admittedly, it is difficult for a rich person to 
son lays claim to is often based, in reverse, on that of his enemy 
(�3), or on that part of his identity which the person feels it 
is threatened: People often see themselves in terms of whichever 
one of their allegiances is most under attack. (22) Thus, it is of-
ten the way we look at other people that imprisons them within 
their own narrowest allegiances. And it is also the way we look 
at them that may set them free. (�9)
2. This is an adaptation of a phrase which represents one 
of Orhan Pamuk’s characters’ main messages for patroni-
sing Western writers: We’re not stupid, we’re just poor! (Snow, 
2004, p. 275)
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imagine that people could find happiness and dig-
nity in life with no money; that is so precisely 
because, having no money, one can notice those 
things which have intrinsic value, and focus on 
them. But even without such insights, the rich have 
no reason to assume that poor people are only poor 
– with a skin-deep, single-sided identity. Arguably, 
the poor may be guilty of such over-simplifications 
too vis-à-vis the rich, only their attitude is harm-
less, because impotent when it comes to influenc-
ing the other’s dignity and destiny; rights seem to 
come with power alone. 

The liberals

It seems that common-sense liberalism 
would advise us to reform some of our attitudes or 
the norms embedded in our allegedly liberal social 
practices. Let us now turn to liberal theoreticians, 
and see if we can find anything in their writings, 
which might suggest otherwise. The context, let us 
remember, is a multicultural society. We should ask 
first, how the liberal conception of justice informs 
social and political arrangements therein; second, 
if this includes any specifications about the micro-
communitarian level – that is, if it can guide behav-
iour between individuals with significantly differ-
ent identities; finally, what are the (new) liberal 
mechanisms or norms that can help achieve this. 

Controversial as this choice may be, I shall 
limit the number of representatives for each liber-
al group to just two or three. The reasons for this 
are first, the obvious space and time constraints, 
and second, the fact that the writers I have chosen 
are different enough, for the purposes of this 
paper.

Mainstream liberalism 

The theoreticians that I would like to include 
in this first category are John Rawls and Robert 
Nozick. 

With Rawls, we are on utopian grounds, 
insofar as both the aim (universal justice or the 
general good) and the means to achieve it are con-
cerned. The latter consist, in fact, of a set of princi-
ples, which derive from some entirely unrealistic 
assumptions, such as: perfect symmetry of every-
one’s relations to each other; all parties are ration-
al and mutually disinterested; people decide all 
together the principles of justice – indeed, a purely 

hypothetical situation (Rawls, �97�, p. �2) This and 
a veil of total ignorance regarding one’s own posi-
tion in society are necessary, according to Rawls, in 
order to ensure that people arrive at the best con-
ception of justice – e.g. impartial and universal. 
And the two main principles of justice which Rawls 
believes can fulfil these criteria are: equality of basic 
rights and duties, and the existence of compensat-
ing benefits, meant to offset any social and eco-
nomic inequalities.

It is really hard to imagine a theory of social 
justice more distant from the challenges that mul-
ticultural societies face, than this one. Everything 
in it – assumptions, logic, and findings, are the 
exact opposite of the multi-layered, antagonistic 
scenario of cosmopolitan places. 

By comparison, Nozick’s vision seems some-
what more populated – in particular, with unveiled 
communities, living in a minimal state; however he 
too believes we can achieve a model of utopia – 
namely, through his new theory of distributive jus-
tice. But how realistic (that is, plausible) is this 
model? Individuals have rights, and there are things 
no person or group may do to them (without violating 
their rights). So strong and far-reaching are these rights 
that they raise the question of what, if anything, the 
state and its officials may do. (Nozick, �999, p. ix). 
This is the opening phrase of Anarchy, State, and 
Utopia, which is quite representative for the book’s 
degree of resemblance with life in the real world. 
Suffices it to glance at Stuart Jeffries’s article Sus-
pect nation in this weekend’s edition of The Guard-
ian, to see just how much a democratic state can 
(while believing it may) do to individuals’ rights3. 
The state is anything but minimal, in contempo-
rary Britain. 

Not much scope for adjustment, it seems, to 
nowadays’ democratic (let alone multicultural) 
societies, in classical liberals’ thought. Because if 
Rawls’ conception of justice and Nozick’s utopia 
are based on such unrealistic assumptions, how are 
we to even try to adjust them? They cannot even 
provide us with a most general framework of work-
able (i.e. realistic) beliefs. So let us turn to another 
category of liberal thinkers…

3. The article’s subtitle is: The national DNA database is a de-
tective’s dream – and Tony Blair said this week he wants eve-
ry Briton to be on it. But does it also infringe our civil liberties? 
(The Guardian, Saturday October 28, 2006, p. 3�)
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The “realists” 

The political thinkers I shall be referring to 
here are Thomas Hobbes and Isaiah Berlin; I am 
also going to use John Gray’s comments on liberal-
ism, in support of this particular type of liberal 
thinking. The reasons why I have chosen to add 
this category to the other (more widely acknowl-
edged) one, and what exactly I mean by ‘realist’ lib-
eralism, should become obvious after reading the 
following quote from John Gray: 

Liberalism contains two philosophies. In 
one, toleration is justified as a means to 
truth. In this view, toleration is an instru-
ment of rational consensus, and a diver-
sity of ways of life is endured in the faith 
that it is destined to disappear. In the 
other, toleration is valued as a condition 
of peace, and divergent ways of living are 
welcomed as marks of diversity in the 
good life. The first conception supports 
an ideal of ultimate convergence on 
values, the latter an ideal of modus viv-
endi. Liberalism’s future lies in turning 
its face away from the ideal of rational 
consensus and looking instead to modus 
vivendi. (Gray, 2000, p. �05)

This type of liberalism, which Gray advocates, has 
its roots in Hobbes’ conception of justice as a com-
promise between individuals and their sovereign, 
thereby the former agree to be ruled by the latter, 
while they pursue their individual goals. The com-
promise is necessary because there is no such thing 
as natural sociability – or ultimate good as a 
common aim to all. Instead, there are self-interest-
ed aims, bound to be divergent and often contra-
dictory, hence – the need for toleration and com-
promise, i.e. what John Gray terms modus vivendi. 
Here is how Isaiah Berlin explains this notion, in 
the context of giving (new) meaning to liberalism:

Pluralism and liberalism are not the 
same or even overlapping concepts. There 
are liberal theories which are not plural-
istic. I believe in both liberalism and plu-
ralism, but they are not logically connect-
ed. Pluralism entails that, since it is 
possible that no final answers can be 
given to moral and political questions, or 
indeed any questions about value, and 

more than that, that some answers that 
people give, and are entitled to give, are 
not compatible with each other, room 
must be made for a life in which some 
values may turn out to be incompatible, 
so that if destructive conflict is to be 
avoided compromises have to be effected, 
and a minimum degree of toleration, 
however reluctant, becomes indispensa-
ble. (Berlin, 1979, p. 44)

Interestingly enough, it seems that philosophers 
who have a background in more pragmatic scienc-
es such as Economics or International Develop-
ment are more inclined to adopt such a realistic 
type of liberalism. Amartya Sen is probably the 
best example, since he approaches liberal subjects 
like freedom and inequality through pragmatic 
lenses. For him, the former is achieved through 
ensuring the maximum amount of opportunities 
in everyday life, and evaluated in terms of the level 
of practical development (rather than some abstract 
feature of human beings), while the latter is dis-
cussed in terms of concrete social arrangements, 
inevitably complex and multi-layered.

Some pragmatist insights

Memory vs. remembrance 

Passive memory is just another form of obliv-
ion; to assume the past (i.e., to be responsible for 
it) you need to actively remember it – which gen-
erally entails more than watching festive memori-
als on TV.

To understand this distinction, it may be 
useful to read the Preface to Sören Kierkegaard’s 
Banquet, where he tells the story of a man taking a 
walk in the woods, and reaching a clearing. There, 
he ponders upon the difference between automat-
ic memory and creative remembrance: the former 
is a mechanic, spontaneous psychological mecha-
nism, while the latter involves reflection, i.e. delib-
erate effort. These two can be seen as different 
interpretive approaches: one detached, similar with 
a recording process (as it were, from the outside), 
the other – involving an active engagement with 
the object of interpretation, where the interpreter 
internalises the latter, thereby transforming it to a 
certain extent. The pragmatists advocate this crea-
tive way of reading and interpreting – especially 
when the object of interpretation is some socio-
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cultural or political event, whose interpretation is 
bound to have practical consequences. To adopt 
this engaged and creative type of interpretation 
(taking the form of an active response to its object) 
is to have a chance to action, because reacting in a 
certain way to a particular situation, ideology, or 
event entails opening the path to changing it for the 
better. This is the gist of what I call the pragmatist 
approach to liberalism.

People and principles in contexts 

Circumstances in which liberal views are to 
be applied vary a great deal – hence, the need to 
constantly revise our views, and adapt our liberal 
principles to circumstances; because it is the latter 
(liberal values embedded in different circumstanc-
es) and what happens to people therein, which 
matter most, not the abstract, lifeless liberal prin-
ciples in themselves. Indeed, the everyday struggle 
for justice is far more important, even when it fails, 
than the principle of justice – round and perfect as 
the latter may be. In this sense, we should try to see 
the trees, rather than the forest – for without the 
former, the latter would be but an empty imaginary 
construct.

Undoubtedly, nothing is more important 
than people – abstract principles least of all. If you 
save one life, you save the world, says a Jewish pre-
cept. Why, then, are we blind to people’s suffering 
in everyday-life circumstances, as if reiteration of 
liberal values alone – to the point of making them 
into empty clichés (and office paperwork) were 
enough to ensure their functionality into practice? 
How can we not question their applicability and 
denounce their remoteness from the concrete sce-
narios of individuals’ lives? Is there anything that 
could even begin to explain (let alone justify) our 
narrow sightedness insofar as liberal principles’ 
applicability – especially in multicultural societies 
– is concerned? According to linguists, the term 
blinkered comes from when horses that pulled carriag-
es wore blinkers to stop them from being startled and 
only let them see where they were going. (Etherington, 
2000, p. 9). What are we afraid of being startled by 
– is it not the ugliness of unacceptable, preventable 
pain that we encounter at every street corner of our 
sophisticated, cosmopolitan cities? If that is the 
case, then it is a classic disease, called coward ness. 

To give but one example of a positive (albeit 
humble) approach to this situation, we could refer 
to the pragmatist behavioural principle Listen and 
respond.  The idea is we should always listen to 
what people have to say – even when that doesn’t 
seem to be much. And we should respond to their 
cry, to their call, to their silence, even if just with a 
seemingly inconsequential gesture. Indifference is 
harder to take than insult, and more dangerous 
than a fight. This is particularly important in mul-
ticultural pots such as today’s British capital, for 
instance. It is indeed because of people who find 
the time to listen and respond to such others as vis-
iting students or immigrant workers that these 
latter ones manage to come to terms with their 
institutional labels, and feel like individuals – as 
opposed to just representatives of a class, national-
ity, race, or economic group. And this is exactly 
what a pragmatic liberalism is set out to achieve: 
effectively set people free – from the impact of prej-
udices or fears, as well as the traps of a past that 
nobody assumes responsibility for – rather than 
subject them to filling equal opportunities forms type 
of exercises.

Quotation rules
Ana-Maria Pascal, Blinkered: A Pragmatist 
Critique of Liberalism
Wokół Debat Tischnerowskich - www.erazm.uw.edu.pl
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