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Prologue

After Virtue after a Quarter of a Century

If there are good reasons to reject the central theses of After Virtue, by
now I should certainly have learned what they are. Critical and construc-
tive discussion in a wide range of languages — not only English, Danish,
Polish, Spanish, Portuguese, French, German, Italian, and Turkish, but
also Chinese and Japanese - and from a wide range of standpoints has en-
abled me to reconsider and to extend the enquiries that I began in After
Virtue (1981) and continued in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988),
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (1990), and Dependent Rational Ani-
mals (1999), but I have as yet found no reason for abandoning the major
contentions of After Virtue — ‘Unteachable obstinacy!” some will say -
although I have learned a great deal and supplemented and revised my
theses and arguments accordingly.

Central to these was and is the claim that it is only possible to under-
stand the dominant moral culture of advanced modernity adequately from
a standpoint external to that culture. That culture has continued to be
one of unresolved and apparently unresolvable moral and other disagree-
ments in which the evaluative and normative utterances of the contending
parties present a problem of interpretation. For on the one hand they
seem to presuppose a reference to some shared impersonal standard in
virtue of which at most one of those contending parties can be in the
right, and yet on the other the poverty of the arguments adduced in sup-
port of their assertions and the characteristically shrill, and assertive and
expressive mode in which they are uttered suggest strongly that there is
no such standard. My explanation was and is that the precepts that are
thus uttered were once at home in, and intelligible in terms of, a context
of practical beliefs and of supporting habits of thought, feeling, and ac-
tion, a context that has since been lost, a context in which moral judg-
ments were understood as governed by impersonal standards justified by a
shared conception of the human good. Deprived of that context and of
that justification, as a result of disruptive and transformative social and
moral changes in the late middle ages and the early modern world, moral
rules and precepts had to be understood in a new way and assigned some
new status, authority, and justification. It became the task of the moral



be Prologue

philosophers of the European Enlightenment from the eighteenth cen-
tury onwards to provide just such an understanding. But what those
philosophers in fact provided were several rival and incompatible ac-
counts, utilitarians competing with Kantians and both with contractari-
ans, so that moral judgments, as they had now come to be understood,
became essentially contestable, expressive of the attitudes and feelings of
those who uttered them, yet still uttered as if there was some impersonal
standard by which moral disagreements might be ratdonally resolved. And
from the outset such disagreements concerned not only the justification,
but also the content of morality.

This salient characteristic of the moral culture of modernity has
not changed. And I remain equally committed to the thesis that it is only
from the standpoint of a very different tradition, one whose beliefs and
presuppositions were articulated in their classical form by Aristotle, that
we can understand both the genesis and the predicament of moral moder-
nity. It is important to note that I am not claiming that Aristotelian moral
theory is able to exhibit its rational superiority in terms that would be ac-
ceptable to the protagonists of the dominant post-Enlightenment moral
philosophies, so that in theoretical contests in the arenas of modernity,
Aristotelians might be able to defeat Kantians, utilitarians, and contrac-
tarians. Not only is this evidently not so, but in those same arenas Aris-
totelianism is bound to appear and does appear as just one more type
of moral theory, one whose protagonists have as much and as little hope of
defeating their rivals as do utilitarians, Kantians, or contractarians.

What then was I and am I claiming? That from the standpoint of an
ongoing way of life informed by and expressed through Aristotelian con-
cepts it is possible to understand what the predicament of moral moder-
nity is and why the culture of moral modernity lacks the resources to
proceed further with its own moral enquiries, so that sterility and frustra-
tion are bound to afflict those unable to extricate themselves from those
predicaments. What I now understand much better than I did twenty-five
years ago is the nature of the relevant Aristotelian commitments, and this
in at least two ways.

When I wrote After Virtue, I was already an Aristotelian, but not yet a
Thomist, something made plain in my account of Aquinas at the end of
chapter 13. 1 became a Thomist after writing After Virtue in part because
I became convinced that Aquinas was in some respects a better Aris-
totelian than Aristotle, that not only was he an excellent interpreter of
Aristotle’s texts, but that he had been able to extend and deepen both Aris-
totle’s metaphysical and his moral enquiries. And this altered my stand-
point in at least three ways. In After Virtue I had tried to present the case
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for a broadly Aristotelian account of the virtues without making use of or
appeal to what I called Aristotle’s metaphysical biology. And I was of
course right in rejecting most of that biology. But I had now learned from
Aquinas that my attempt to provide an account of the human good purely
in social terms, in terms of practices, traditions, and the narrative unity of
human lives, was bound to be inadequate until I had provided it with a
metaphysical grounding. Itis only because human beings have an end to-
wards which they are directed by reason of their specific nature, that prac-
tices, traditions, and the like are able to function as they do. So I discov-
ered that I had, without realizing it, presupposed the truth of something
very close to the account of the concept of good that Aquinas gives in
question § in the first part of the Summa Theologiae.

What I also came to recognize was that my conception of human beings
as virtuous or vicious needed not only a metaphysical, but also a biological
grounding, although not an especially Aristotelian one. This I provided
a good deal later in Dependent Rational Animals, where I argued that the
moral significance of the animality of human beings, of rational animals,
can only be understood if our kinship to some species of not yet rational
animals, including dolphins, is recognized. And in the same book I was
also able to give a better account of the content of the virtues by identify-
ing what I called the virtues of acknowledged dependence. In so doingI
drew on Aquinas’s discussion of misericordia, a discussion in which Aquinas
is more at odds with Aristotle than he himself realized.

These developments in my thought were the outcome of reflection on
Aquinas’s texts and on commentary on those texts by contemporary
Thomistic writers. A very different set of developments was due to the
stimulus of criticisms of After Virtue by those who were in radical dis-
agreement with it. Let me approach their criticisms by beginning from
one that seems to result not from a misunderstanding, but from a careless
misreading of the text. Because I understand the tradition of the virtues
to have arisen within and to have been first adequately articulated in the
Greek, especially the Athenian polis, and because I have stressed the ways
in which that tradition flourished in the European middle ages, I have
been accused of nostalgia and of idealizing the past. But there is, I think,
not a trace of this in the text. What there is is an insistence on our need
to learn from some aspects of the past, by understanding our contempo-
rary selves and our contemporary moral relationships in the light afforded
by a tradition that enables us to overcome the constraints on such self-
knowledge that modernity, especially advanced modernity, imposes.

We are all of us inescapably inhabitants of advanced modernity, bearing
its social and cultural marks. So my understanding of the tradition of the
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virtues and of the consequences for modernity of its rejection of that tra-
dition and of the possibility of restoring it is indeed a peculiarly modern
understanding. It is only retrospectively from the standpoint of moder-
nity and in response to its predicaments that we can identify the continu-
ities and discontinuities of the tradition of the virtues, as it has been
embodied in a variety of cultural forms. The kind of historical enquiry
that I undertook in After Virtue only became possible in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. Vico was the prophetic originator of that kind
of historical enquiry and my own greatest debt in this area was to R. G.
Collingwood, although my understanding of the nature and complexity of
traditions I owe most of all to J. H. Newman.

What historical enquiry discloses is the situatedness of all enquiry, the
extent to which what are taken to be the standards of truth and of rational
justification in the contexts of practice vary from one time and place to an-
other. If one adds to that disclosure, as I have done, a denial that there are
available to any rational agent whatsoever standards of truth and of ra-
tional justification such that appeal to them could be sufficient to resolve
fundamental moral, scientific, or metaphysical disputes in a conclusive
way, then it may seem that an accusation of relativism has been invited.
(The word ‘accusation’ is perhaps out of place, since I have been congrat-
ulated on my alleged relativism by those who have tried to claim me as a
postmodernist — see Peter Watson, The Modern Mind: An Intellectual His-
tory of the Twentieth Century, New York: Harpercollins, 2001, pp. 678-79).
In the Postscript to the Second Edition of After Virtue I already sketched
an answer to this charge, and I developed that answer further in Whose
Fustice? Which Rationality? Yet the charge is still repeated, so let me once
again identify what it is that enables, indeed requires me to reject rela-
tivism.

The Aristotelian and Thomistic tradition of the virtues is, like some, al-
though not all other moral traditions, a tradition of enquiry. It is charac-
teristic of traditions of enquiry that they claim truth for their central
theses and soundness for their central arguments. Were it otherwise, they
would find it difficult either to characterize the aim and object of their en-
quiries or to give reasons for their conclusions. But, since they are and
have been at odds with one another in their standards of rational justifica-
tion — indeed the question of what those standards should be is among the
matters that principally divide them - and since each has its own standards
internal to itself, disputes between them seem to be systematically unset-
tlable, even although the contending parties may share both respect for
the requirements of logic and a core, but minimal conception of truth.
Examples of such rival traditions that are palpably at odds in this way are
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the Aristotelian and Thomistic tradition, the kind of Buddhism whose
greatest philosophical name is Nagarjuna, and modern European and
North American utilitarianism.

How then, if at all, might the protagonists of one of these traditions
hope to defeat the claims of any of its rivals? A necessary first step would
be for them to come to understand what it is to think in the terms pre-
scribed by that particular rival tradition, to learn how to think as if one
were a convinced adherent of that rival traditdon. To do this requires the
exercise of a capacity for philosophical imagination that is often lacking.
A second step is to identfy, from the standpoint of the adherents of that
rival tradition, its crucially important unresolved issues and unsolved
problems - unresolved and unsolved by the standards of that tradition ~
which now confront those adherents and to enquire how progress might
be made in moving towards their resolution and solution. It is when, in
spite of systematic enquiry, issues and problems that are of crucial impor-
tance to some tradition remain unresolved and unsolved that a question
arises about it, namely, just why it is that progress in this area is no longer
being made. Is it perhaps because that tradition lacks the resources to ad-
dress those issues and solve those problems and is unable to acquire them
so long as it remains faithful to its own standard and presuppositions? Is
it perhaps that constraints imposed by those standards and deriving from
those presuppositions themselves prevent the formulation or reformula-
tion of those issues and problems so that they can be adequately addressed
and solved? And, if the answer to those two questions is ‘Yes', is it perhaps
the case that it is only from the standpoint of some rival tradition that this
predicament can be understood and from the resources of that same rival
tradition that the means of overcoming this predicament can be found?

When the adherents of a tradition are able through such acts of imagi-
nation and questioning to interrogate some particular rival tradition, it is
always possible that they may be able to conclude, indeed that they may
be compelled to conclude, that it is only from the standpoint of their own
tradition that the difficulties of that rival tradition can be adequately un-
derstood and overcome. It is only if the central theses of their own tradi-
tion are true and its arguments sound, that this rival tradition can be
expected to encounter just those difficulties that it has encountered and
that its lack of conceptual, normative, and other resources to deal with
these difficulties can be explained. So it is possible for one such tradition
to defeat another in respect of the adequacy of its claims to truth and to
rational justification, even though there are no neutral standards available
by appeal to which any rational agent whatsoever could determine which
tradition is superior to which.
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Yet, just because are no such neutral standards, the protagonists of a de-
feated tradition may not recognize, and may not be able to recognize, that
such a defeat has occurred. They may well recognize that they confront
problems of their own to which no fully satisfactory solution has as yet
been advanced, but it may be that nothing compels them to go any further
than this. They will still take themselves to have excellent reasons for re-
jecting any invitation to adopt the standpoint of any other rival and in-
compatible tradition, even in imagination, for if the basic principles that
they now assert are true and rationally justified, as they take them to be,
then those assertions advanced by adherents of rival traditions that are in-
compatible with their own must be false and must lack rational justifica-
tion. So they will continue - perhaps indefinitely - to defend their own
positions and to proceed with their own enquiries, unable to recognize
that those enquiries are in fact condemned to sterility and frustration.

It is of course important that for very, very long periods of time rival
traditions of moral enquiry may coexist, as Thomistic Aristotelianism,
Madhyamaka Buddhism, and modern European and North American
utilitarianism have coexisted, without any one of them having had occa-
sion to take the claims of its rivals seriously, let alone having conducted
the kind of enquiry that might issue in one of these traditions suffering ra-
tional defeat at the hands of another. And it is also true that such an en-
quiry may not in fact lead to any definitive outcome, so that the issues
dividing those rival traditions may remain undecided. Yet what matters
most is that such issues can on occasion be decided, and this in a way that
makes it evident that the claims of such rival traditions from the outset
presuppose the falsity of relativism. As do I and as must any serious en-
quirer.

Let me turn now to a very different criticism, that of those defenders
of liberal and individualist modernity who frame their objections in terms
of the liberalism versus communitarian debate, supposing me to be a com-
munitarian, something that I have never been. I see no value in com-
munity as such — many types of community are nastily oppressive — and
the values of community, as understood by the American spokespersons of
contemporary communitarianism, such as Amitai Etzioni, are compatible
with and supportive of the values of the liberalism that I reject. My own
critique of liberalism derives from a judgment that the best type of human
life, that in which the tradition of the virtues is most adequately embod-
ied, is lived by those engaged in constructing and sustaining forms of
community directed towards the shared achievement of those common
goods without which the ultimate human good cannot be achieved. Lib-
eral political societies are characteristically committed to denying any
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place for a determinate conception of the human good in their public dis-
course, let alone allowing that their common life should be grounded in
such a conception. On the dominant liberal view, government is to be
neutral as between rival conceptions of the human good, yet in fact what
liberalism promotes is a kind of institutional order that is inimical to the
construction and sustaining of the types of communal relationship re-
quired for the bestkind of human life.

This critique of liberalism should not be interpreted as a sign of any
sympathy on my part for contemporary conservatism. That conserva-
tism is in too many ways a mirror image of the liberalism that it profess-
edly opposes. Its commitment to a way of life structured by a free market
economy is a commitment to an individualism as corrosive as that of lib-
eralism. And, where liberalism by permissive legal enactments has tried
to use the power of the modern state to transform social relationships,
conservatism by prohibitive legal enactments now tries to use that same
power for its own coercive purposes. Such conservatism is as alien to the
projects of After Virtue as liberalism is. And the figure cut by present-day
conservative moralists, with their inflated and self-righteous unironic
rhetoric, should be set alongside those figures whom I identified in chap-
ter 3 of After Virtue as notable characters in the cultural dramas of mo-
dernity: that of the therapist, who has in the last twenty years become
bemused by biochemical discoveries; that of the corporate manager, who
is now mouthing formulas that she or he learned in a course in business
ethics, while still trying to justify her or his pretensions to expertise; and
that of the aesthete, who is presently emerging from a devotion to con-
ceptual art. So the conservative moralist has become one more stock
character in the scripted conversations of the ruling elites of advanced
modernity. But those elites never have the last word.

When recurrently the tradition of the virtues is regenerated, it is always
in everyday life, it is always through the engagement by plain personsin a
variety of practices, including those of making and sustaining families and
households, schools, clinics, and local forms of political community. And
that regeneration enables such plain persons to put to the question the
dominant modes of moral and social discourse and the institutions that
find their expression in those modes. It was they who were the intended
and, pleasingly often, the actual readers of After Virtue, able to recognize
in its central theses articulations of thoughts that they themselves had al-
ready begun to formulate and expressions of feeling by which they them-
selves were already to some degree moved.

In my opening chapter I alluded to A Canticle for Leibowitz, that extra-
ordinary novel by Walter M. Miller, Jr., and in the closing sentences of my
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final chapter I alluded to that fine poem by Constantine Kavafis, “Waiting
for the Barbarians,” over-optimistically expecting both those allusions to
be widely recognized. Since they have all too often not been recognized,
let me now acknowledge explicitly these and other debts of the imagina-
tion, debts as important in their own way as the intellectual debts ac-
knowledged in the text. I should also make it clear that, although After
Virtue was written in part out of a recognition of those moral inadequacies
of Marxism which its twentieth-century history had disclosed, I was and
remain deeply indebted to Marx’s critique of the economic, social, and
cultural order of capitalism and to the development of that critique by
later Marxists.

In the last sentence of After Virtue 1 spoke of us as waiting for another
St. Benedict. Benedict’s greatness lay in making possible a quite new kind
of institution, that of the monastery of prayer, learning, and labor, in
which and around which communities could not only survive, but flour-
ish in a period of social and cultural darkness. The effects of Benedict’s
founding insights and of their institutional embodiment by those who
learned from them were from the standpoint of his own age quite unpre-
dictable. And it was my intention to suggest, when I wrote that last sen-
tence in 1980, that ours too is a time of waiting for new and unpredictable
possibilities of renewal. It is also a time for resisting as prudently and
courageously and justly and temperately as possible the dominant social,
economic, and political order of advanced modernity. So it was twenty-
six years ago, so it is still.
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This book emerged from extended reflection upon the inadequacies of my
own earlier work in moral philosophy and from a growing dissatisfaction
with the conception of ‘moral philosophy’ as an independent and isolable
area of enquiry. A central theme of much of that earlier work (A Shor
History of Etbics, 1966; Secularisation and Moral Change, 1967; Against the
Self-Images of the Age, 1971) was that we have to learn from history and
anthropology of the variety of moral practices, beliefs and conceptual
schemes. The notion that the moral philosopher can study tbe concepts of
morality merely by reflecting, Oxford armchair style, on what he or she
and those around him or her say and do is barren. This conviction I have
found no good reason to abandon; and emigration to the United States
has taught me that when the armchair is in Cambridge, Massachuseuts, or
in Princeton, New Jersey, it functions no better. But at the same time as
I was affirming the variety and heterogeneity of moral beliefs, practices and
concepts, it became clear that I was committing myself to evaluations of
different particular beliefs, practices and concepts. I gave, or tried to give,
for example, accounts of the rise and decline of different moralities; and
it was as clear to others as it ought to have been to me that my historical
and sociological accounts were, and could not but be, informed by a
distinctive evaluative standpoint. More particularly I seemed to be assert-
ing that the nature of moral community and moral judgment in distinc-
tively modern societies was such that it was no longer possible to appeal
to moral criteria in a way that had been possible in other times and
places—and that this was a moral calamity! But to whbat could I be appeal-
ing, if my own analysis was correct?

At the same time, ever since the days when I was privileged to be a con-
tributor to that most remarkable journal The New Reasoner, 1 had been
preoccupied with the question of the basis for the moral rejection of
Stalinism. Many of those who rejected Stalinism did so by reinvoking the
principles of that liberalism in the criticism of which Marxism originated.
Since I continued, and continue, to accept much of the substance of that
criticism, this answer was not available to me. ‘One cannot,” [ wrote in
responding to the positions then taken by Leszek Kolakowski, ‘revive the
moral content within Marxism by simply taking a Stalinist view of
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historical development and adding liberal morality to it’ (New Reasoner 7,
p. 100). Moreover I came to understand that Marxism itself has suffered
from grave and harm-engendering moral impoverishment as much because
of what it has inherited from liberal individualism as because of its depar-
tures from liberalism.

The conclusion which I reached and which is embodied in this book —
although Marxism itself is only a marginal preoccupation—is that Marx-
ism’s moral defects and failures arise from the extent to which it, like liberal
individualism, embodies the ethos of the distinctively modern and modern-
izing world, and that nothing less than a rejection of a large part of that
ethos will provide us with a rationally and morally defensible standpoint
from which to judge and to act—and in terms of which to evaluate various
rival and heterogeneous moral schemes which compete for our allegiance.
This drastic conclusion, I need scarcely add, is not to be attributed to those
whose generous and just criticism of my earlier work enabled me to
understand much, although perhaps as yet not all, of what is wrong with
it: Eric John, J.M. Cameron and Alan Ryan. Nor should blame attach for
that conclusion to those friends and colleagues whose influence has been
continuous for a number of years and to whom I am exceptionally in-
debted: Heinz Lubasz and Marx Wartofsky.

Two of my colleagues at Boston University read large portions of my
manuscript and made many helpful and illuminating suggestions. I owe a
great debt of gratitude to Thomas McCarthy and Elizabeth Rapaport. Col-
leagues elsewhere to whom 1 am in debt in a variety of ways for similar
suggestions are Marjorie Grene and Richard Rorty. For typing and retyp-
ing this book I am deeply grateful to Julie Keith Conley, and for several
kinds of help in the production of the manuscript I have to thank Rosalie
Carlson and Zara Chapin. I am also greatly indebted to the staffs of the
Boston Athenaeum and the London Library.

Parts of this book have been read to various groups and their extended
critical responses have been most valuable to me. In particular I must name
the group thart studied the Foundations of Ethics together for three years
at the Hastings Center with the aid of a grant from the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities—short passages from papers presented to that
group in Volumes III and IV of the series on The Foundations of Etbics and
its Relationship to the Sciences (1978 and 1980) reappear in Chapters 9 and
14 of this book and 1 am grateful to the Hastings Institute of Society,
Ethics and the Life Sciences for permission to reprint them. I must also
name with deep gratitude two other groups: the faculty members and
graduate students of the Department of Philosophy of the University of
Notre Dame, whose invitations to participate in their Perspectives Lecture
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Series allowed me some of the most important opportunities to develop
the ideas in this book, and the members of my N.E.H. Seminar at Boston
University in the summer of 1978 whose collegial criticism of my work
on the virtues played a very important part in my education. I must also
therefore thank once more the National Endowment for the Humanities
itself.

The dedication of this book expresses an indebtedness of a more fun-
damental order; if I had only recognized its fundamental character earlier,
my progress towards the conclusions of this book could have been a good
deal less tortuous. But I would not perhaps ever have been able to
recognize it in a way that could help me towards these conclusions had
it not been for what I owe to my wife, Lynn Sumida Joy—in this as in
so much else sine qua non.

Watertown, Mass. A M.
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' A Disquieting Suggestion

Imagine that the natural sciences were to suffer the effects of a catastrophe.
A series of environmental disasters are blamed by the general public on the
scientists. Widespread riots occur, laboratories are burnt down, physicists
are lynched, books and instruments are destroyed. Finally a Know-
Nothing political movement takes power and successfully abolishes science
teaching in schools and universities, imprisoning and executing the remain-
ing scientists. Later still there is a reaction against this destructive move-
ment and enlightened people seek to revive science, although they have
largely forgotten what it was. But all that they possess are fragments: a
knowledge of experiments detached from any knowledge of the theoretical
context which gave them significance; parts of theories unrelated either to
the other bits and pieces of theory which they possess or to experiment;
instruments whose use has been forgotten; half-chapters from books, single
pages from articles, not always fully legible because torn and charred.
Nonetheless all these fragments are reembodied in a set of practices which
go under the revived names of physics, chemistry and biology. Adults
argue with each other about the respective merits of relativity theory,
evolutionary theory and phlogiston theory, although they possess only a
very partial knowledge of each. Children learn by heart the surviving por-
tions of the periodic table and recite as incantations some of the theorems
of Eudlid. Nobody, or almost nobody, realizes that what they are doing
is not natural science in any proper sense at all. For everything that they
do and say conforms to certain canons of consistency and coherence and
those contexts which would be needed to make sense of what they are do-
ing have been lost, perhaps irretrievably.

In such a culture men would use expressions such as ‘neutrino’, ‘mass’,
‘specific gravity’, ‘atomic weight’ in systematic and often interrelated ways
which would resemble in lesser or greater degrees the ways in which such
expressions had been used in earlier times before scientific knowledge had
been so largely lost. But many of the beliefs presupposed by the use of
these expressions would have been lost and there would appear to be an
element of arbitrariness and even of choice in their application which
would appear very surprising to us. What would appear to be rival and
competing premises for which no further argument could be given would
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abound. Subjectivist theories of science would appear and would be
criticized by those who held that the notion of truth embodied in what
they took to be science was incompatible with subjectivism.

This imaginary possible world is very like one that some science fiction
writers have constructed. We may describe it as a world in which the
language of natural science, or parts of it at least, continues to be used but
is in a grave state of disorder. We may notice that if in this imaginary
world analytical philosophy were to flourish, it would never reveal the fact
of this disorder. For the techniques of analytical philosophy are essentially
descriptive and descriptive of the language of the present at that. The
analytical philosopher would be able to elucidate the conceptual structures
of what was taken to be scientific thinking and discourse in the imaginary
world in precisely the way that he elucidates the conceptual structures of
natural science as it is.

Nor again would phenomenology or existentialism be able to discern
anything wrong, All the structures of intentionality would be what they
are now. The task of supplying an epistemological basis for these false
simulacra of natural science would not differ in phenomenological terms
from the task as it is presently envisaged. A Husserl or a Merleau-Ponty
would be as deceived as a Strawson or a Quine.

What is the point of constructing this imaginary world inhabited by fic-
ttious pseudo-scientists and real, genuine philosophy? The hypothesis
which I wish to advance is that in the actual world which we inhabit the
language of morahty is in the same state of grave disorder as the language
of natural science in the imaginary world which I described. What we
possess, if this view is true, are the fragments of a conceptual scheme, parts
which now lack those contexts from which their significance derived. We
possess indeed simulacra of morality, we continue to use many of the key
expressions. But we have—very largely, if not entirely—lost our com-
prehension, both theoretical and practical, or morality.

But how could this be so? The impulse to reject the whole suggestion
out of hand will certainly be very strong. Our capacity to use moral lan-
guage, to be guided by moral reasoning, to define our transactions with
others in moral terms is so central to our view of ourselves that even to
envisage the possibility of our radical incapacity in these respects is to ask
for a shift in our view of what we are and do which is going to be difficult
to achieve. But we do already know two things about the hypothesis
which are initially important for us if we are to achieve such a shift in view-
point. One is that philosophical analysis will not help us. In the real world
the dominant philosophies of the present, analytical or phenomenological,
will be as powerless to detect the disorders of moral thought and practice
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as they were impotent before the disorders of science in the imaginary
world. Yet the powerlessness of this kind of philosophy does not leave us
quite resourceless. For a prerequisite for understanding the present dis-
ordered state of the imaginary world was to understand its history, a his-
tory that had to be written in three distinct stages. The first stage was that
in which the natural sciences flourished, the second that in which they suf-
fered catastrophe and the third that in which they were restored but in
damaged and disordered form. Notice that this history, being one of de-
cline and fall, is informed by standards. It is not an evaluatively neutral
chronicle. The form of the narrative, the division into stages, presuppose
standards of achievement and failure, of order and disorder. It is what
Hegel called philosophical history and what Collingwood took all success-
ful historical writing to be. So that if we are to look for resources to in-
vestigate the hypothesis about morality which I have suggested, however
bizarre and improbable it may appear to you now, we shall have to ask
whether we can find in the type of philosophy and history propounded
by writers such as Hegel and Collingwood — very different from each other
as they are, of course—resources which we cannot find in analytical or
phenomenological philosophy.

But this suggestion immediately brings to mind a crucial difficulty for
my hypothesis. For one objection to the view of the imaginary world
which I constructed, let alone to my view of the real world, is that the
inhabitants of the imaginary world reached a point where they no longer
realized the nature of the catastrophe which they had suffered. Yet surely
an event of such striking world historical dimensions could not have been
lost from view, so that it was both erased from memory and unrecoverable
from historical records? And surely what holds of the fictitious world holds
even more strongly of our own real world? If a catastrophe sufficient to
throw the language and practice of morality into grave disorder had oc-
curred, surely we should all know about it. It would indeed be one of
the central facts of our history. Yet our history lies open to view, so it
will be said, and no record of any such catastrophe survives. So my hy-
pothesis must simply be abandoned. To this I must at the very least con-
cede that it will have to be expanded, yet unfortunately at the outset ex-
panded in such a way as to render it, if possible, initially even less credible
than before. For the catastrophe will have to have been of such a kind
that it was not and has not been—except perhaps by a very few —recog-
nized as a catastrophe. We shall have to look not for a few brief striking
events whose character is incontestably clear, but for a much longer, more
complex and less easily identified process and probably one which by its
very nature is open to rival interpretation. Yet the initial implausibility of
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this part of the hypothesis may perhaps be slightly lessened by another
suggestion.

History by now in our culture means academic history, and academic
history is less than two centuries old. Suppose it were the case that the
catastrophe of which my hypothesis speaks had occurred before, or largely
before, the founding of academic history, so that the moral and other
evaluative presuppositions of academic history derived from the forms of
the disorder which it brought about. Suppose, that is, that the standpoint
of academic history is such that from its value-neutral viewpoint moral
disorder must remain largely invisible. All that the historian—and what is
true of the historian is characteristically true also of the social scientist—
will be allowed to perceive by the canons and categories of his discipline
will be one morality succeeding another: seventeenth-century Puritanism,
eighteenth-century hedonism, the Victorian work-ethic and so on, but the
very language of order and disorder will not be available to him. If this
were to be so, it would at least explain why what I take to be the real
world and its fate has remained unrecognized by the academic curriculum.
For the forms of the academic curriculum would turn out to be among
the symptoms of the disaster whose occurrence the curriculum does not
acknowledge. Most academic history and sociology—the history of a
Namier or a Hofstadter and the sociology of a Merton or a Lipset—are
after all as far away from the historical standpoint of Hegel and Colling-
wood as most academic philosophy is from their philosophical perspective.

It may seem to many readers that as I have elaborated my initial
hypothesis I have step by step deprived myself of very nearly all possible
argumentative allies. But is not just this required by the hypothesis itself?
For if the hypothesis is true, it will necessarily appear implausible, since
one way of stating part of the hypothesis is precisely to assert that we are
in a condition which almost nobody recognizes and which perhaps nobody
at all can recognize fully. If my hypothesis appeared initially plausible, it
would certainly be false. And at least if even to entertain this hypothesis
puts me into an antagonistic stance, it is a very different antagonistic stance
from that of, for example, modern radicalism. For the modern radical is
as confident in the moral expression of his stances and consequently in the
assertive uses of the rhetoric of morality as any conservative has ever been.
Whatever else he denounces in our culture he is certain that it still
possesses the moral resources which he requires in order to denounce it.
Everything else may be, in his eyes, in disorder; but the language of moral-
ity is in order, just as it is. That he too may be being betrayed by the very
language he uses is not a thought available to him. It is the aim of this book
to make that thought available to radicals, liberals and conservatives alike.
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I cannot however expect to make it palatable; for if it is true, we are all
already in a state so disastrous that there are no large remedies for it.

Do not however suppose that the conclusion to be drawn will turn out
to be one of despair. Angst is an intermittently fashionable emotion and
the misreading of some existentialist texts has turned despair itself into a
kind of psychological nostrum. But if we are indeed in as bad a state as
I take us to be, pessimism too will turn out to be one more cultural luxury
that we shall have to dispense with in order to survive in these hard times.

I cannot of course deny, indeed my thesis entails, that the language and
the appearances of morality persist even though the integral substance of
morality has to a large degree been fragmented and then in part destroyed.
Because of this there is no inconsistency in my speaking, as I shall shortly
do, of contemporary moral attitudes and arguments. I merely pay to the
present the courtesy of using its own vocabulary to speak of it.



2

The Nature
of Moral Disagreement Today
and the Claims of Emotivism

The most striking feature of contemporary moral utterance is that so much
of it 1s used to express disagreements; and the most striking feature of the
debates in which these disagreements are expressed is their interminable
character. I do not mean by this just that such debates go on and on and
on—although they do—but also that they apparently can find no terminus.
There seems to be no rational way of securing moral agreement in our
culture. Consider three examples of just such contemporary moral debate
framed in terms of characteristic and well-known rival moral arguments:

1 (a) A just war is one in which the good to be achieved outweighs the
evils involved in waging the war and in which a clear distinction can be
made between combatants — whose lives are at stake — and innocent non-
combatants. But in a modern war calculation of future escalation is never
reliable and no practically applicable distinction between combatants and
noncombatants can be made. Therefore no modern war can be a just war
and we all now ought to be pacifists.

(b) If you wish for peace, prepare for war. The only way to achieve
peace is to deter potential aggressors. Therefore you must build up your
armaments and make it clear that going to war on any particular scale is
not necessarily ruled out by your policies. An inescapable part of making
this clear is being prepared both to fight limited wars and to go not only
to, but beyond, the nuclear brink on certain types of occasion. Otherwise
you will not avoid war and you will be defeated.

(c) Wars between the Great Powers are purely destructive; but wars
waged to liberate oppressed groups, especially in the Third World, are a
necessary and therefore justified means for destroying the exploitative
domination which stands between mankind and happiness.

2 (a) Everybody has certain rights over his or her own person, includ-
ing his or her own body. It follows from the nature of these rights that
at the stage when the embryo is essentially part of the mother’s body, the
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mother has a right to make her own uncoerced decision on whether she
will have an abortion or not. Therefore abortion is morally permissible and
ought to be allowed by law.

(b) I cannot will that my mother should have had an abortion when she
was pregnant with me, except perhaps if it had been certain that the em-
bryo was dead or gravely damaged. But if I cannot will this in my own
case, how can I consistently deny to others the right to life that I claim
for myself? I would break the so-called Golden Rule unless I denied that
a mother has in general a right to an abortion. I am not of course thereby
committed to the view that abortion ought to be legally prohibited.

(c) Murder is wrong. Murder is the taking of innocent life. An embryo
is an identifiable individual, differing from a newborn infant only in being
at an earlier stage on the long road to adult capacities and, if any life is
innocent, that of an embryo is. If infanticide is murder, as it is, abortion
is murder. So abortion is not only morally wrong, but ought to be legally
prohibited.

3 (a) Justice demands that every citizen should enjoy, so far as is possi-
ble, an equal opportunity to develop his or her talents and his or her other
potentialities. But prerequisites for the provision of such equal opportunity
include the provision of equal access to health care and to education.
Therefore justice requires the governmental provision of health and educa-
tional services, financed out of taxation, and it also requires that no citizen
should be able to buy an unfair share of such services. This in turn requires
the abolition of private schools and private medical practice.

(b) Everybody has a right to incur such and only such obligations as he
or she wishes, to be free to make such and only such contracts as he or
she desires and to determine his or her own free choices. Physicians must
therefore be free to practice on such terms as they desire and patients must
be free to choose among physicians; teachers must be free to teach on such
terms as they choose and pupils and parents to go where they wish for edu-
cation. Freedom thus requires not only the existence of private practice in
medicine and private schools in education, but also the abolition of those
restraints on private practice which are imposed by licensing and regulation
by such bodies as universities, medical schools, the A.M.A. and the state.

These arguments have only to be stated to be recognized as being widely
influential in our society. They have of course their aruculate expert
spokesmen: Herman Kahn and the Pope, Che Guevara and Milton Fried-
man are among the authors who have produced variant versions of them.
But it is their appearance in newspaper editorials and high-school debates,
on radio talk shows and letters to congressmen, in bars, barracks and board-
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rooms, it is their typicality that makes them important examples here.
What salient characteristics do these debates and disagreements share?

They are of three kinds. The first is what I shall call, adapting an expres-
sion from the philosophy of science, the conceptual incommensurability
of the rival arguments in each of the three debates. Every one of the
arguments is logically valid or can be easily expanded so as to be made so;
the conclusions do indeed follow from the premises. But the rival premises
are such that we possess no rational way of weighing the claims of one as
against another. For each premise employs some quite different normative
or evaluative concept from the others, so that the claims made upon us
are of quite different kinds. In the first argument, for example, premises
which invoke justice and innocence are at odds with premises which in-
voke success and survival; in the second, premises which invoke rights are
at odds with those which invoke universalizability; in the third it is the
claim of equality that is matched against that of liberty. It is precisely
because there is in our society no established way of deciding between
these claims that moral argument appears to be necessarily interminable.
From our rival conclusions we can argue back to our rival premises; but
when we do arrive at our premises argument ceases and the invocation
of one premise against another becomes a matter of pure assertion and
counter-assertion. Hence perhaps the slightly shrill tone of so much moral
debate.

But that shrillness may have an additional source. For it is not only in
arguments with others that we are reduced so quickly to assertion and
counter-assertion; it is also in the arguments that we have within ourselves.
For whenever an agent enters the forum of public debate he has already
presumably, explicitly or implicitly, settled the matter in question in his
own mind. Yet if we possess no unassailable criteria, no set of compelling
reasons by means of which we may convince our opponents, it follows
that in the process of making up our own minds we can have made no
appeal to such criteria or such reasons. If I lack any good reasons to invoke
against you, it must seem that I lack any good reasons. Hence it seems that
underlying my own position there must be some non-rational decision to
adopt that position. Corresponding to the interminability of public argu-
ment there is at least the appearance of a disquieting private arbitrariness.
It is small wonder if we become defensive and therefore shrill.

A second, equally important, but contrasting, characteristic of these
arguments is that they do none the less purport to be impersonal rational
arguments and as such are usually presented in a mode appropriate to that
impersonality. What is that mode? Consider two different ways in which
. I may provide backing for an injunction to someone else to perform some
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specific action. In the first type of case I say, ‘Do so-and-so’. The person
addressed replies, ‘Why should I do so-and-so?' I reply, ‘Because I wish it
Here I have given the person addressed no reason to do what I command
or request unless he or she independently possesses some particular reason
for paying regard to my wishes. If I am your superior officer—in the
police, say, or the army—or otherwise have power or authority over you,
or if you love me or fear me or want something from me, then by saying
‘Because I wish it’ I have indeed given you a reason, although not perhaps
a sufficient reason, for doing what it is that I enjoin. Notice that in this
type of case whether my utterance gives you a reason or not depends on
certain characteristics possessed at the time of hearing or otherwise learn-
ing of the utterance by you. What reason-giving force the injunction has
depends in this way on the personal context of the utterance.

Contrast with this the type of case in which the answer to the question
‘Why should I do so-and-so?’ (after someone has said ‘Do so-and-so’) is not
‘Because 1 wish it’, but some such utterance as ‘Because it would give
pleasure to a number of people’ or ‘Because it is your duty’. In this type
of case the reason given for action either is or is not a good reason for per-
forming the action in question independently of who utters it or even of
whether it is uttered at all. Moreover the appeal is to a type of considera-
tion which is independent of the relationship between speaker and hearer.
Its use presupposes the existence of impersonal criteria—the existence, in-
dependently of the preferences or attitudes of speaker and hearer, of stan-
dards of justice or generosity or duty. The particular link between the con-
text of utterance and the force of the reason-giving which always holds in
the case of expressions of personal preferences or desire is severed in the
case of moral and other evaluative utterances.

This second characteristic of contemporary moral utterance and argu-
ment, when combined with the first, imparts a paradoxical air to contem-
porary moral disagreement. For if we attended solely to the first
characteristic, to the way in which what at first appears to be argument
relapses so quickly into unargued disagreement, we might conclude that
there is nothing to such contemporary disagreements but a clash of an-
tagonistic wills, each will determined by some set of arbitrary choices of
its own. But this second characteristic, the use of expressions whose
distinctive function in our language is to embody what purports to be an
appeal to objective standards, suggests otherwise. For even if the surface
appearance of argument is only a masquerade, the question remains ‘Why
this masquerade?” What is it about rational argument which is so important
that it is the nearly universal appearance assumed by those who engage in
moral conflict? Does not this suggest that the practice of moral argument
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in our culture expresses at least an aspiration to be or to become rational
in this area of our lives?

A third salient characteristic of contemporary moral debate is intimately |
related to the first two. It is easy to see that the different conceptually in-
commensurable premises of the rival arguments deployed in these debates
have a wide variety of historical origins. The concept of justice in the first
argument has its roots in Aristotle’s account of the virtues; the second argu-
ment’s genealogy runs through Bismarck and Clausewitz to Machiavelli;
the concept of liberation in the third argument has shallow roots in Marx,
deeper roots in Fichte. In the second debate a concept of rights which has
Lockean antecedents is matched against a view of universalizability which
is recognizably Kantian and an appeal to the moral law which is Thomist.
In the third debate an argument which owes debts to T.H. Green and to
Rousseau competes with one which has Adam Smith as a grandfather.
This catalogue of great names is suggestive; but it may be misleading in
two ways. The citing of individual names may lead us to underestimate
the complexity of the history and the ancestry of such arguments; and it
may lead us to look for that history and that ancestry only in the writings
of philosophers and theorists instead of in those intricate bodies of theory
and practice which constitute human cultures, the beliefs of which are ar-
ticulated by philosophers and theorists only in a partial and selective man-
ner. But the catalogue of names does suggest how wide and heterogeneous
the variety of moral sources is from which we have inherited. The surface
rhetoric of our culture is apt to speak complacently of moral pluralism in
this connection, but the notion of pluralism is too imprecise. For it may
equally well apply to an ordered dialogue of intersecting viewpoints and
to an unharmonious melange of ill-assorted fragments. The suspicion—and
for the moment it can only be a suspicion —that it is the latter with which
we have to deal is heightened when we recognize that all those various
concepts which inform our moral discourse were originally at home in
larger totalities of theory and practice in which they enjoyed a role and
function supplied by contexts of which they have now been deprived.
Moreover the concepts we employ have in at least some cases changed
their character in the past three hundred years; the evaluative expressions
we use have changed their meaning. In the transition from the variety of
contexts in which they were originally at home to our own contemporary
culture ‘virtue' and ‘justice’ and ‘piety’ and ‘duty’ and even ‘ought’ have
become other than they once were. How ought we to write the hxstory
of such changes>

It is in trying to answer this question that the connection between these ‘
features of contemporary moral debate and my initial hypothesis becomes
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clear. For if I am right in supposing that the language of morality passed
from a state of order to a state of disorder, this passage will surely be
reflected in—in part indeed will actually consist in—just such changes of
meaning. Moreover, if the characteristics of our own moral arguments
which I have identified —most notably the fact that we simultaneously and
inconsistently treat moral argument as an exercise of our rational powers
and as mere expressive assertion—are symptoms of moral disorder, we
ought to be able to construct a true historical narrative in which at an
earlier stage moral argument is very different in kind. Can we?

One obstade to our so doing has been the persistently unhistorical treat-
ment of moral philosophy by contemporary philosophers in both the
writing about and the teaching of the subject. We all too often still treat
the moral philosophers of the past as contributors to a single debate with
a relatively unvarying subject-matter, treating Plato and Hume and Mill
as contemporaries both of ourselves and of each other. This leads to an
abstraction of these writers from the cultural and social milieus in which
they lived and thought and so the history of their thought acquires a false
independence from the rest of the culture. Kant ceases to be part of the
history of Prussia, Hume is no longer a Scotsman. For from the standpoint
of moral philosophy as we conceive it these charactenistics have become ir-
relevances. Empirical history is one thing, philosophy quite another. But
are we right in understanding the division berween academic disciplines in
the way that we conventionally do? Once again there seems to be a possi-
ble relationship between the history of moral discourse and the history of
the academic curriculum.

Yet at this point it may rightly be retorted: You keep speaking of possi-
bilities, of suspicions, of hypotheses. You allow that what you are sug-
gesting will initially seem implausible. You are in this at least right. For
all this resort to conjectures about history is unnecessary. The way in
which you have stated the problem is misleading. Contemporary moral
argument is rationally interminable, because all moral, indeed all evalu-
ative, argument is and always must be rationally interminable. Contem-
porary moral disagreements of a certain kind cannot be resolved, because
no moral disagreements of that kind in any age, past, present or future, can
be resolved. What you present as a contingent feature of our culture,
standing in need of some special, perhaps historical explanation, is a nec-
essary feature of all cultures which possess evaluative discourse. This is a
challenge which cannot be avoided at an early stage in this argument. Can
it be defeated?

One philosophical theory which this challenge specifically invites us to

confront is emotivism. Emotivism is the doctrine that all evaluative judg-
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ments and more specifically all moral judgments are nothing but expres-
sions of preference, expressions of attitude or feeling, insofar as they are
moral or evaluative in character. Particular judgments may of course unite
moral and factual elements. ‘Arson, being destructive of property, is wrong’
unites the factual judgment that arson destroys property with the moral
judgment that arson is wrong. But the moral element in such a judgment
is always to be sharply distinguised from the factual. Factual judgments are
true or false; and in the realm of fact there are rational criteria by means
of which we may secure agreement as to what is true and what is false.
But moral judgments, being expressions of attitude or feeling, are neither
true nor false; and agreement in moral judgment is not to be secured by
any rational method, for there are none. It is to be secured, if at all, by
producing certain non-rational effects on the emotions or attitudes of those
who disagree with one. We use moral judgments not only to express our
own feelings and attitudes, but also precisely to produce such effects in
others.

Emotivism is thus a theory which professes to give an account of all
value judgments whatsoever. Clearly if it is true, all moral disagreement
is rationally interminable; and clearly if that is true then certain of the
features of contemporary moral debate to which I drew attention earlier
do indeed have nothing to do with what is specifically contemporary. But
is it true?

Emotivism has been presented by its most sophisticated protagonists
hitherto as a theory about the meaning of the sentences which are used to
make moral judgments. C.L. Stevenson, the single most important expo-
nent of the theory, asserted that the sentence ‘This is good’ means roughly
the same as ‘I approve of this; do so as well', trying to capture by this
equivalence both the function of the moral judgment as expressive of the
speaker’s attitudes and the function of the moral judgment as designed to
influence the hearer’s artitudes (Stevenson 1945, ch.2). Other emotivists
suggested that to say ‘This is good’ was to utter a sentence meaning roughly
‘Hurrah for this!" But as a theory of the meaning of a certain type of
sentence emotivism plainly fails for at least three very different reasons.

The first is that, if the theory is to elucidate the meaning of a certain
class of sentences by referring to their function, when uttered, of express-
ing feelings or attitudes, an essential part of the theory will have to consist
in an identification and characterization of the feelings or artitudes in ques-
tion. On this subject proponents of the emotive theory are in general
silent, and perhaps wisely. For all attempts so far to identify the relevant
types of feelings or attitudes have found it impossible to avoid an empty
circularity. ‘Moral judgments express feelings or artitudes,’ it is said. ‘What
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kind of feelings or artitudes?” we ask. ‘Feelings or attitudes of approval,’ is
the reply. ‘What kind of approval?” we ask, perhaps remarking that ap-
proval is of many kinds. It is in answer to this question that every version
of emotivism either remains silent or, by identifying the relevant kind of
approval as moral approval—thar is, the type of approval expressed by a
specifically moral judgment—becomes vacuously circular.

It becomes easy to understand why the theory is vulnerable to this first
type of criticism, if we consider two other reasons for rejecting it. One is
that emotivism, as a theory of the meaning of a certain type of sentence,
is engaged in an impossible task from the beginning, because it is dedicated
to characterizing as equivalent in meaning two kinds of expression which,
as we have already seen derive their distinctive function in our language
in key part from the contrast and difference between them. I have already
suggested that there are good reasons for distinguishing between what 1
called expressions of personal preference and evaluative (including moral)
expressions, citing the way in which utterances of the first kind depend
upon who utters them to whom for any reason-giving force that they may
have, while utterances of the second kind are not similarly dependent for
their reason-giving force on the context of utterance. This seems sufficient
to show that there is some large difference in meaning between members
of the two classes; yet the emotive theory wishes to make them equivalent
in meaning. This is not just a mistake; it is a mistake that demands explana-
tion. A sign of where explanation should be sought is found in a third
defect of the emotive theory, considered as a theory of meaning.

The emotive theory, as we have seen, purports to be a theory about the
meaning of sentences; but the expression of feeling or attitude is character-
istically a function not of the meaning of sentences, but of their use on
particular occassions. The angry schoolmaster, to use one of Gilbert Ryle's
examples, may vent his feelings by shouting at the small boy who has just
made an arithmetical mistake, ‘Seven times seven equals forty-nine!’ But
the use of this sentence to express feelings or attitudes has nothing what-
soever to do with its meaning. This suggests that we should not simply rely
on these objections to reject the emotive theory, but that we should rather
consider whether it ought not to have been proposed as a theory about
the use — understood as purpose or function — of members of a certain
class of expressions rather than about their meaning—understood as in-
cluding all that Frege intended by ‘sense’ and ‘reference’.

Clearly the argument so far shows that when someone utters a moral
judgment, such as ‘This is right’ or ‘This is good', it does not mean the same
as ‘I approve of this; do so as well’ or ‘Hurrah for this!” or any of the other
attempts at equivalence suggested by emotive theorists; but even if the
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meaning of such sentences were quite other than emotive theorists sup-
posed, it might be plausibly claimed, if the evidence was adequate, that in
using such sentences to say whatever they mean, the agent was in fact doing
nothing other than expressing his feelings or attitudes and attempting to
influence the feelings and atuitudes of others. If the emotive theory thus
interpreted were correct it would follow that the meaning and the use of
moral expressions were, or at the very least had become, radically discrep-
ant with-each other. Meaning and use would be at odds in such a way that
meaning would tend to conceal use. We could not safely infer what some-
one who uttered a moral judgment was doing merely by listening to what
he said. Moreover the agent himself might well be among those for whom
use was concealed by meaning. He might well, precisely because he was
self-conscious about the meaning of the words that he used, be assured that
he was appealing to mdepcndent impersonal criteria, when all that he was
in fact doing was expressing his feelings to others in a manipulative way.

How might such a phenomenon come to occur?

Let us in the light of such considerations disregard emotivism’s claim to
universality of scope; and let us instead consider emotivism as a theory
which has been advanced in historically specific conditions. In the eigh-
teenth century Hume embodied emotivist elements in the large and com-
plex fabric of his total moral theory; but it is only in this century that
emotivism has flourished as a theory on its own. And it did so as a
response to a set of theories which flourished, especially in England, be-
tween 1903 and 1939. We ought therefore to ask whether emotivism as
a theory may not have been both a response to, and in the very first in-
stance, an account of net, as its protagonists indeed supposed, moral
language as such, but moral language in England in the years after 1903
as and when that language was interpreted in accordance with that body
of theory to the refutation of which emotivism was primarily dedicated.
The theory in question borrowed from the early nineteenth century the
name of ‘intuitionism’ and its immediate progenitor was G.E. Moore.

T went up to Cambridge at Michaelmas 1902, and Moore’s Principia
Etbica came out at the end of my first year . . . it was exciting, exhilarating,
the beginning of a renaissance, the opening of a new heaven on a new
earth.” So wrote John Maynard Keynes (quoted in Rosenbaum 1975, p.
52), and so in their own rhetorical modes Lytton Strachey and Desmond
McCarthy and later Virginia Woolf, who struggled through Principia
Ethica page by page in 1908, and a whole network of Cambridge and Lon-
don friends and acquaintances. What opened the new heaven was Moore’s
quiet but apocalyptic proclamation in 1903 that after many centuries he
had at last solved the problems of ethics by being the first philosopher to
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attend with sufficient care to the precise nature of the questions which it
is the task of ethics to answer. What Moore believed that he had
discovered by attending to the precise nature of these questions was
threefold.

First that ‘good’ is the name of a simple indefinable property, a property
different from that named by ‘pleasant’ or ‘conducive to evolutionary sur-
vival' or any other natural property. Hence Moore speaks of good as a
non-natural property. Propositions declaring this or that to be good are
what Moore called ‘intuitions’; they are incapable of proof or disproof and
indeed no evidence or reasoning whatever can be adduced in their favor
or disfavor. Although Moore disclaims any use of the word ‘intuition’
which might suggest the name of a faculty of intuition comparable to our
power of vision, he none the less does compare good as a property with
yellow as a property in such a way as to make verdicts that a given state
of affairs is or is not good comparable to the simplest judgments of normal
visual perception.

Secondly, Moore takes it that to call an action night is simply to say that
of the available alternative actions it is the one which does or did as a mat-
ter of fact produce the most good. Moore is thus a utilitarian; every action
is to be evaluated solely by its consequences, as compared with the conse-
quences of alternative possible courses of action. And as with at least some
other versions of utilitarianism it follows that no action is ever right or
wrong as such. Anything whatsoever may under certain circumstances be
permitted.

Thirdly, it turns out to be the case, in the sixth and final chapter of
Principia Etbica, that ‘personal affections and aesthetic enjoyments include
all the greatest, and by far the greatest goods we can imagine . . .’ This is
‘the ultimate and fundamental truth of Moral Philosophy’. The achieve-
ment of friendship and the contemplation of what is beautiful in nature
or in art become certainly almost the sole and perhaps the sole justifiable
ends of all human action.

We ought to notice immediately two crucial facts about Moore’s moral
theory. The first is that his three central positions are logically independent
of each other. There would be no breach in consistency if one were to af-
firm any one of the three and deny the other two. One can be an intui-
tionist without being a utilitarian; most English intuitionists came to hold
the view that there was a non-natural property of ‘right’ as well as of ‘good’
and held that to perceive that a certain type of action was ‘right’ was to
see that one had at least a prima facie obligation to perform that type of
action, independently of its consequences. Likewise a utilitarian has no
necessary commitment to intuitionism. And neither utilitarians nor intui-
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tionists have any necessary commitment to the values of Moore’s sixth
chapter. The second crucial fact is easy to see retrospectively: the first part
of what Moore says is plainly false and the second and third parts are at
the very least highly contentious. Moore’s arguments at times are, it must
seem now, obviously defective—he tries to show that ‘good’ is indefinable,
for example, by relying on a bad dictionary definition of ‘definition’—and
a great deal is asserted rather than argued. And yet it is this to us plainly
false, badly argued position which Keynes treated as ‘the beginning of a
renaissance’, which Lytton Strachey declared to have ‘shattered all writers
on ethics from Aristotle and Christ to Herbert Spencer and Mr. Bradley’
and which Leonard Woolf described as ‘substituting for the religious and
philosophical nightmares, delusions, hallucinations in which Jehovah,
Christ and St. Paul, Plato, Kant and Hegel had entangled us, the fresh air
and pure light of commonsense’ (quoted in Gadd 1974).

This is great silliness of course; but it is the great silliness of highly in-
telligent and perceptive people. It is therefore worth asking if we can
discern any clues as to why they accepted Moore’s naive and complacent
apocalypticism. One suggests itself. It is that the group who were to
become Bloomsbury had already accepted the values of Moore's sixth
chapter, but could not accept these as merely their own personal
preferences. They felt the need to find objective and impersonal justifica-
tion for rejecting all claims except those of personal intercourse and of
the beautiful. What specifically were they rejecting? Not in fact the doc-
trines of Plato or St. Paul or any other of the great names in Woolf’s or
Strachey’s catalogue of deliverance, but those names as symbols of the
culture of the late nineteenth century. Sidgwick and Leslie Stephen are be-
ing dismissed along with Spencer and Bradley, and the whole of the past
is envisaged as a burden that Moore has just helped them cast off. What
was it about the moral culture of the late nineteenth century which made
it a burden to be escaped from? That is a question to which an answer
ought to be deferred, precisely because it is going to be forced on us more
than once in the course of the argument and later on we shall be better
equipped to answer it. But we ought to notice how dominant the theme
of that rejection is in the lives and writings of the Woolfs, of Lytton
Strachey, of Roger Fry. Keynes emphasized the rejection not only of the
Benthamite version of utilitarianism and of Chrisitianity, but of all claims
on behalf of social action conceived as a worthwhile end. What was left?

The answer is: a highly impoverished view of how ‘good’ may be used.
Keynes gives examples of central topics of discussion among Moore’s
followers: ‘If A was in love with B and believed that B reciprocated his feel-
ings, whereas in fact B did not, but was in love with C, the state of affairs
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was certainly not as good as it would have been if A had been right, but
was it worse or better than it would become if A discovered his mistake?
Or again: 'If A was in love with B under a misapprehension as to B's
qualities, was this better or worse than A’s not being in love at all?”’ How
were such questions to be answered? By following Moore’s prescriptions
in precise fashion. Do you or do you not discern the presence or absence
of the non-natural property of good in greater or lesser degree? And what
if two observers disagree? Then, so the answer went, according to Keynes,
either the two were focusing on different subject matters, without
recognizing this, or one had perceptions superior to the other. But, of
course, as Keynes tells us, what was really happening was something quite
other: ‘In practice, victory was with those who could speak with the
greatest appearance of clear, undoubting conviction and could best use the
accents of infallibility’ and Keynes goes on to describe the effectiveness of
Moore’s gasps of incredulity and head-shaking, of Strachey’s grim silences
and of Lowes Dickinson’s shrugs.

There is evident here precisely that gap between the meaning and pur-
port of what was being said and the use to which utterance was being
put to which our reinterpretation of emotivism drew attention. An acute
observer at the time and Keynes himself retrospectively might well have
put matters thus: these people take themselves to be identifying the
presence of a non-natural property, which they call ‘good’; but there is in
fact no such property and they are doing no more and no other than ex-
pressing their feelings and attitudes, disguising the expression of preference
and whim by an interpretation of their own utterance and behavior which
confers upon it an objectivity that it does not in fact possess.

It is, I take it, no accident that the acutest of the modern founders of
emotivism, philosophers such as F.P. Ramsey (in the ‘Epilogue’ to The
Foundation of Matbematics, 1931), Austin Duncan-Jones and C.L. Steven-
son, were pupils of Moore; it is not implausible to suppose that they did
in fact confuse moral utterance at Cambridge (and in other places with a
similar inheritance) after 1903 with moral utterance as such, and that they
therefore presented what was in essentials a correct account of the former
as though it were an account of the latter. Moore's followers had behaved
as if their disagreements over what is good were being settled by an appeal
to an objective and impersonal criterion; but in fact the stronger and
psychologically more adroit will was prevailing. It is unsurprising that
emotivists sharply distinguished between factual, including perceptual,
disagreement and what Stevenson called ‘disagreement in attitude’. But if
the claims of emotivism, understood as claims about the use of moral utter-
ance at Cambridge after 1903 and its heirs and successors in London and
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elsewhere rather than about the meaning of moral expressions at all times
and places, seem remarkably cogent, it turns out to be for reasons which
at first sight seem to undermine emotivism’s universal claims and with
them emotivism’s apparent threat to my original thesis.

What makes emotivism convincing as a thesis about a certain kind of
moral utterance at Cambridge after 1903 are certain features specific
to thar historical episode. Those whose evaluative utterances embodied
Moore’s interpretations of those utterances could not have been doing
what they took themselves to be doing because of the falsity of Moore’s
thesis. But nothing whatsoever seems to follow about moral utterance in
general. Emotivism on this account turns out to be an empirical thesis, or
rather a preliminary sketch of an empirical thesis, presumably to be filled
out later by psychological and sociological and historical observations,
about those who continue to use moral and other evaluative expressions,
as if they were governed by objective and impersonal criteria, when all
grasp of any such criterion has been lost. We should therefore expect
emotivist types of theory to arise in a specific local circumstance as a re-
sponse to types of theory and practice which share certain key features of
Moore’s intuitionism. Emotivism thus understood turns out to be, as a
cogent theory of use rather than a false theory of meaning, connected with
one specific stage in moral development or decline, a stage which our own
culture entered early in the present century.

I spoke earlier of emotivism as an account not only of moral utterance
at Cambridge after 1903, but also of moral utterance ‘in other places with
a similar inheritance’. For it at once might be objected to my thesis that
emotivism has been after all propounded in a variety of times, places and
circumstances, and hence that my stress upon Moore’s part in generating
emotivism is mistaken. To this I should reply first that I am interested in
emotivism only insofar as it has been a plausible and defensible thesis. Car-
nap’s version of emotivism, for example—in which the characterization of
moral utterances as expressions of feeling or attitude is a desperate attempt
to find some status for them after his theory of meaning and his theory of
science have expelled them from the realm of the factual and the descrip-
tive—was based on the most meagre attention to their specific character.
And secondly I should retort that there is an Oxford history beginning
from Prichard’s intuitionism to parallel Moore’s Cambridge history and in-
deed that wherever something like emotivism is found to flourish it gen-
erally is the successor theory to views analogous to Moore’s or Prichard’s.

The scheme of moral decline which these remarks presuppose would, as
I suggested earlier, be one which required the discrimination of three
distinct stages; a first at which evaluative and more especially moral theory
and practice embody genuine objective and impersonal standards which
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provide rational justification for particular policies, actions and judgments
and which themselves in turn are susceptible of rational justification; a sec-
ond stage at which there are unsuccessful attempts to maintain the objec-
tivity and impersonality of moral judgments, but during which the project
of providing rational justifications both by means of and for the standards
continuously breaks down; and a third stage at which theories of an
emotivist kind secure wide implicit acceptance because of a general implicit
recognition in practice, though not in explicit theory, that claims to objec-
tivity and impersonality cannot be made good.

Yet the very statement of this scheme is enough to suggest that the
general claims of emotivism reinterpreted as a theory of use cannot be so
easily put on one side. For a presupposition of the scheme of development
which I have just sketched is that genuine objective and impersonal moral
standards can in some way or other be rationally justified, even if in some
cultures at some stages the possibility of such rational justification is no
longer available. And this is what emotivism denies. What I have suggested
to be the case by and large about our own culture —that in moral argument
the apparent assertion of principles functions as a mask for expressions of
personal preference—is what emotivism takes to be universally the case.
Moreover it does so on grounds which require no general historical and
sociological investigation of human cultures. For what emotivism asserts
is in central part that there are and can be no valid rational justification
for any claims that objective and impersonal moral standards exist and
hence that there are no such standards. Its claim is of the same order as
the claim that it is true of all cultures whatsoever that they lack witches.
Purported witches there may be, but real witches there cannot have been,
for there are none. So emotivism holds that purported rational justifica-
tions there may be, but real rational justifications there cannot have been,
for there are none.

Emotivism thus rests upon a claim that every attempt, whether past or
present, to provide a rational justification for an objective morality has in
fact failed. It is a verdict upon the whole history of moral philosophy and
as such obliterates the contrast between the present and the past embodied
in my initial hypothesis. What emotivism however did fail to reckon with
is the difference that it would make to morality if emotivism were not only
true but also widely believed to be true. Stevenson, for example, under-
stood very clearly that saying ‘I disapprove of this; do so as well!" does not
have the same force as saying ‘That is bad”” He noted that a kind of prestige
attaches to the latter, which does not attach to the former. What he did
not note however— precisely because he viewed emotivism as a theory of
meaning—is that the prestige derives from the fact that the use of That
is bad!" implies an appeal to an objective and impersonal standard in a way
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in which ‘T disapprove of this; do so as well’” does not. That is, if and in-
sofar as emotivism is true, moral language is seriously misleading and, if
and insofar as emotivism is justifiably believed, presumably the use of tradi-
tional and inherited moral language ought to be abandoned. This conclu-
sion none of the emotivists drew; and it is clear that, like Stevenson, they
failed to draw it because they miscontrued their own theory as a theory
of meaning.

This is also of course why emotivism did not prevail within analytical
moral philosophy. Analytical philosophers had defined the central task of
philosophy as that of deciphering the meaning of key expressions in both
everyday and scientific language; and since emotivism fails precisely as a
theory of the meaning of moral expressions, analytical philosophers by and
large rejected emotivism. Yet emotivism did not die and it is important to
note how often in widely different modern philosophical contexts some-
thing very like emotivism’s attempted reduction of morality to personal
preference continually recurs in the writings of those who do not think of
themselves as emotivists. The unrecognized philosophical power of emotiv-
ism is one clue to its cultural power. Within analytical moral philosophy
the resistance to emotivism has arisen from the perception that moral
reasoning does occur, that there can be logical linkages between various
moral judgments of a kind that emotivism itself could not allow for (‘there-
fore’ and ‘if . . . then . . " are obviously not used as expressions of feeling).
Yet the most influential account of moral reasoning that emerged in re-
sponse to this critique of emotivism was one according to which an agent
can only justify a particular judgment by referring to some universal rule
from which it may be logically derived, and can only justify that rule in
turn by deriving it from some more general rule or principle; but on this
view since every chain of reasoning must be finite, such a process of justi-
ficatory reasoning must always terminate with the assertion of some rule
or principle for which no further reason can be given. ‘Thus a complete
justification of a decision would consist of a complete account of its effects
together with a complete account of the principles which it observed, and
the effect of observing those principles. . . . If the enquirer still goes on ask-
ing “But why should I live like that?” then there is no further answer to
give him, because we have already, ex bypotbesi, said everything that could
be included in the further answer’ (Hare 1952, p. 69).

The terminus of justification is thus always, on this view, a not further
to be justified choice, a choice unguided by criteria. Each individual im-
plicitly or explicitly has to adopt his or her own first principles on the basis
of such a choice. The utterance of any universal principle is in the end an
expression of the preferences of an individual will and for that will its prin-
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ciples have and can have only such authority as it chooses to confer upon
them by adopting them. Thus emotivism has not been left very far behind
after all.

To this it might well be replied that I am only able to reach this conclu-
sion by omitting to notice the wide variety of positive positions incompati-
ble with emotivism taken within analytical moral philosophy. Such writing
has characteristically been preoccupied with attempts to show that the no-
tion of rationality itself supplies morality with a basis and a basis such that
we have adequate grounds for rejecting emotivist and subjectivist accounts.
Consider, it will be said, the variety of claims advanced not only by Hare,
but also by Rawls, Donegan, Gert and Gewirth, to name only a few.
About the arguments which are adduced in support of such claims I want
to make two points. The first is that none of them in fact succeed. I shall
later on—in Chapter 6 —use Gewirth'’s argument as an exemplary case; he
is to date the latest of such writers, he is self-consciously and scrupulously
aware of the contributions of other analytical moral philosophers to the
debate and his arguments therefore provide us with an ideal test case. If
they do not succeed, that is strong evidence that the project of which they
are a part is not going to succeed. And, as I shall show later, they do not
succeed.

Secondly, it is very much to the point that such writers cannot agree
among themselves either on what the character of moral rationality is or
on the substance of the morality which is to be founded on that rationality.
The diversity of contemporary moral debate and its interminability are in-
deed mirrored in the controversies of analytical moral philosophers. But
if those who claim to be able to formulate principles on which rational
moral agents ought to agree cannot secure agreement on the formulation
of those principles from their colleagues who share their basic philosophical
purpose and method, there is once again prima facie evidence that their
project has failed, even before we have examined their particular conten-
tions and conclusions. Each of them in his criticism offers testimony to the
failure of his colleagues’ constructions.

I therefore take it that we have no good reason to believe that analytical
philosophy can provide any convincing escape from an emotivism the
substance of which it so often in fact concedes, once that emotivism is
understood as a theory of use rather than meaning. But it is not only
analytical moral philosophy of which this is true. It also holds of certain
at first sight very different moral philosophies in Germany and France.
Nietzsche and Sartre deploy philosophical vocabularies which are in large
part alien to the English-speaking philosophical world; and in style and
rhetoric as well as in vocabulary each differs from the other as much as
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from analytcal philosophy. Nonetheless when Nietzsche sought to indict
the making of would-be objective moral judgments as the mask worn by
the will-to-power of those too weak and slavish to assert themselves with
archaic and aristocratic grandeur, and when Sartre tried to exhibit the
bourgeois rationalist morality of the Third Republic as an exercise in bad
faith by those who cannot tolerate the recognition of their own choices
as the sole source of moral judgment, both conceded the substance of that
for which emotivism contended. Both indeed saw themselves as by their
analysis condemning conventional morality, while most English and Amer-
ican emotivists believed themselves to be doing no such thing. Both saw
their own task as in part that of founding a new morality, but in the
writings of both it is at this point that their rhetoric—very different as each
is from the other—becomes dq_udy and opaque, and metaphorical asser-
tion replaces argument. The Ubermensch and the Sartrian Existentialist-
cum-Marxist belong in the pages of a philosophical bestiary rather than
in serious discussion. Both by contrast are at their philosophically most
powerful and cogent in the negative part of their critiques.

The appearance of emotivism in this variety of philosophical guises sug-
gests strongly that it is indeed in terms of a confrontation with emotivism
that my own thesis must be defined. For one way of framing my conten-
tion that morality is not what it once was is just to say that to a large
degree people now think, ralk and act as if emotivism were true, no matter
what their avowed theoretical standpoint may be. Emotivism has become
embodied in our culture. But of course in saying this I am not merely con-
tending that morality is not what it once was, but also and more impor-
tantly that what once was morality has to some large degree disappeared —
and that this marks a degeneration, a grave cultural loss. I am therefore
committed to two distinct but related tasks.

The first is that of identifying and describing the lost morality of the past
and of evaluating its claims to objectivity and authority; this is a task pardy
historical and partly philosophical. The second is that of making good my
claim about the specific character of the modern age. For I have suggested
that we live in a specifically emotivist culture, and if this is so we ought
presumably to discover that a wide variety of our concepts and modes of
behavior—and not only our explicitly moral debates and judgments—
presuppose the truth of emotivism, if not at the level of self-conscious
theorizing, at least in everyday practice. But is this so? To this latter issue
I turn immediately.
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Emotivism: Social Content
and Social Context

A moral philosophy—and emotivism is no exception — characteristically
presupposes a sociology. For every moral philosophy offers explicitly or
implicitly at least a partial conceptual analysis of the relationship of an
agent to his or her reasons, motives, intentions and actions, and in so doing
generally presupposes some claim that these concepts are embodied or at
least can be in the real social world. Even Kant, who sometimes seems to
restrict moral agency to the inner realm of the noumenal, implies other-
wise in his writings on law, history and politics. Thus it would generally
be a decisive refutation of a moral philosophy to show that moral agency
on its own account of the matter could never be socially embodied; and
it also follows that we have not yet fully understood the claims of any
moral philosophy until we have spelled out what its social embodiment
would be. Some moral philosophers in the past, perhaps most, have under-
stood this spelling out as itself one part of the task of moral philosophy.
So, it scarcely needs to be said, Plato and Aristotle, so indeed also Hume
and Adam Smith; but at least since Moore the dominant narrow concep-
tion of moral philosophy has ensured that the moral philosophers could
ignore this task; as notably do the philosophical proponents of emotivism.
We therefore must perform it for them.

What is the key to the social content of emotivism? It is the fact that
emotivism entails the obliteration of any genuine distinction between
manipulative and non-manipulative social relations. Consider the contrast
between, for example, Kantian ethics and emotivism on this point. For
Kant—and a parallel point could be made about many earier moral
philosophers— the difference between a human relationship uninformed by
morality and one so informed is precisely the difference between one in
which each person treats the other primarily as a means to his or her ends
and one in which each treats the other as an end. To treat someone else
as an end is to offer them what I take to be good reasons for acting in one
way rather than another, but to leave it to them to evaluate those reasons.
It is to be unwilling to influence another except by reasons which that
other he or she judges to be good. It is to appeal to impersonal criteria of
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the validity of which each rational agent must be his or her own judge.
By contrast, to treat someone else as a means is to seek to make him or
her an instrument of my purposes by adducing whatever influences or con-
siderations will in fact be effective on this or that occasion. The generaliza-
tions of the sociology and psychology of persuasion are what I shall need
to guide me, not the standards of a normative rationality.

If emotivism is true, this distinction is illusory. For evaluative utterance
can in the end have no point or use but the expression of my own feelings
or attitudes and the transformation of the feelings and attitudes of others.
I cannot genuinely appeal to impersonal criteria, for there are no imper-
sonal criteria. I may think that I so appeal and others may think that I so
appeal, but these thoughts will always be mistakes. The sole reality of
distinctively moral discourse is the attempt of one will to align the at-
titudes, feelings, preference and choices of another with its own. Others
are always means, never ends.

What then would the social world look like, if seen with emotivist eyes?
And what would the social world be like, if the truth of emotivism came
to be widely presupposed® The general form of the answer to these ques-
tions is now clear, but the social detail depends in part on the nature of
pamcular social contexts; it will make a difference in what milieu and in
the service of what particular and specific interests the distinction between
manipulative and non-manipulative social relationships has been obliter-
ated. William Gass has suggested that it was a principal concern of Henry
James to examine the consequences of the obliteration of this distinction
in the lives of a particular kind of rich European in The Portrait of a Lady
(Gass 1971, pp. 181-90), that the novel turns out to be an investigation,
in Gass's words, ‘of what it means to be a consumer of persons, and of
what it means to be a person consumed’. The metaphor of consumption
acquires its appropriateness from the milieu; James is concerned with rich
aesthetes whose interest is to fend off the kind of boredom that is so char-
acteristic of modern leisure by contriving behavior in others that will be
responsive to their wishes, that will feed their sated appetites. Those wishes
may or may not be benevolent, but the distinction between characters
who entertain themselves by willing the good of others and those who pur-
sue the fulfilment of their desires without a concern for any good but their
own-—the difference in the novel between Ralph Touchett and Gilbert
Osmond —is not as important to James as the distinction between a whole
milieu in which the manipulative mode of moral instrumentalism has tri-
umphed and one, such as the New England of The Europeans, of which
this was not true. James was of course, at least in The Portrait of a Lady,
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concerned with only one restricted and carefully identified social mikeu,
with a particular kind of rich person at one particular time and place. But
that does not at all diminish the importance of his achievement for this en-
quiry. It will in fact turn out that The Portrait of a Lady has a key place
within a long tradition of moral commentary, earlier members of which
are Diderot’s Le Neveu de Rameau and Kierkegaard's Enten-Eller. The unify-
ing preoccupation of that tradition is the condition of those who see in
the social world nothing but a meeting place for individual wills, each with
its own set of attitudes and preferences and who understand that world
solely as an arena for the achievement of their own satisfaction, who inter-
pret reality as a series of opportunities for their enjoyment and for whom
the last enemy is boredom. The younger Rameau, Kierkegaard's ‘A’ and
Ralph Touchett put this aesthetic attitude to work in very different envi-
ronments, but the attitude is recognizably the same and even the environ-
ments have something in common. They are environments in which the
problem of enjoyment arises in the context of leisure, in which large sums
of money have created some social distance from the necessity of work.
Ralph Touchett is rich, ‘A’ is comfortably off, Rameau is a parasite upon
his rich patrons and clients. This is not to say that the realm of what Kier-
kegaard called the aesthetic is restricted to the rich and to their close neigh-
bors; the rest of us often share the attitudes of the rich in fantasy and
aspiration. Nor is it to say that the rich are all Touchetts or Osmonds or
‘A’s. But it is to suggest that if we are to understand fully the social context
of that obliteration of the distinction between manipulative and non-
manipulative social relationships which emotivism entails, we ought to
consider some other social contexts too.

One which is obviously important is that provided by the life of
organizations, of those bureaucratic structures which, whether in the form
of private corporations or of government agencies, define the working
tasks of so many of our contemporaries. One sharp contrast with the lives
of the aesthetic rich secures immediate attention. The rich aesthete with
a plethora of means searches restlessly for ends on which he may employ
them; but the organization is characteristically engaged in a competitive
struggle for scarce resources to put to the service of its predetermined ends.
It is therefore a central responsibility of managers to direct and redirect
their organizations’ available resources, both human and non-human, as ef-
fectively as possible toward those ends. Every bureaucratic organization
embodies some explicit or implicit definition of costs and benefits from
which the criteria of effectiveness are derived. Bureaucratic rationality is
the rationality of matching means to ends economically and efficienty.
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This familiar—perhaps by now we may be tempted to think overfamil-
iar—thought we owe originally of course to Max Weber. And it at once
becomes relevant that Weber’s thought embodies just those dichotomies
which emotivism embodies, and obliterates just those distinctions to which
emotivism has to be blind. Questions of ends are questions of values, and
on values reason is silent; conflict between rival values cannot be rationally
settled. Instead one must simply choose—between parties, classes, nations,
causes, ideals. Entscheidung plays the part in Weber’s thought that choice
of principles plays in that of Hare or Sarte. ‘Values’, says Raymond Aron
in his exposition of Weber’s view, ‘are created by human decisions . . .” and
again he ascribes to Weber the view that ‘each man’s conscience is ir-
refutable’ and that values rest on ‘a choice whose justification is purely sub-
jective’ (Aron 1967, pp. 206-10 and p. 192). It is not surprising that
Weber’s understanding of values was indebted chiefly to Nietzsche and
that Donald G. Macrae in his book on Weber (1974) calls him an existen-
tialist; for while he holds that an agent may be more or less rational in act-
ing consistently with his values, the choice of any one particular evaluative
stance or commitment can be no more rational than that of any other. All
faiths and all evaluations are equally non-rational; all are subjective direc-
tions given to sentiment and feeling. Weber is then, in the broader sense
in which I have understood the term, an emotivist and his portrait of a
bureaucratic authority is an emotivist portrait. The consequence of
Weber’s emotivism is that in his thought the contrast between power and
authority, although paid lip-service to, is effectively obliterated as a special
instance of the disappearance of the contrast between manipulative and
non-manipulative social relations. Weber of course took himself to be
distinguishing power from authority, precisely because authority serves
ends, serves faiths. But, as Philip Rieff has acutely noted, “Weber’s ends,
the causes there to be served, are means of acting; they cannot escape ser-
vice to power’ (Rieff 1975, p. 22). For on Weber’s view no type of authority
can appeal to rational criteria to vindicate itself except that type of bureau-
cratic authority which appeals precisely to its own effectiveness. And what
this appeal reveals is that bureaucratic authority is nothing other than suc-
cessful power.

Weber’s general account of bureaucratic organizations has been sub-
jected to much cogent criticism by sociologists who have analyzed the
specific character of actual bureaucracies. It is therefore relevant to note
that there is one area in which his analysis has been vindicated by experi-
ence and in which accounts of many sociologists who take themselves
to have repudiated Weber’s analysis in fact reproduce it. I am referring
precisely to his account of how managerial authority is justified in bureau-
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cracies. For those modern sociologists who have put in the forefront of
their accounts of managerial behavior aspects ignored or underemphasized
by Weber's—as, for example, Likert has emphasized the manager’s need to
influence the motives of his subordinates and March and Simon his need
to ensure that those subordinates argue from premises which will produce
agreement with his own prior conclusions—have still seen the manager's
function as that of controlling behavior and suppressing conflict in such a
way as to reinforce rather than to undermine Weber's account of manage-
rial justification. Thus there is a good deal of evidence that actual managers
do embody in their behavior this one key part of the Weberian conception
of bureaucratic authority, a conception which presupposes the truth of
emotivism.

The original of the character of the rich man committed to the aesthetic
pursuit of his own enjoyment as drawn by Henry James was to be found
in London and Paris in the last century; the original of the character of
the manager portrayed by Max Weber was at home in Wilhelmine Ger-
many; but both have by now been domesticated in all the advanced coun-
tries and more especially in the United States. The two characters may
even on occasion be found in one and the same person who partitions his
life berween them. Nor are they marginal figures in the social drama of
the present age. I intend this dramatic metaphor with some seriousness.
There is a type of dramatic tradition—Japanese Noh plays and English
medieval morality plays are examples—which possesses a set of stock char-
acters immediately recognizable to the audience. Such characters partially
define the possibilities of plot and action. To understand them is to be
provided with a means of interpreting the behavior of the actors who play
them, just because a similar understanding informs the intentions of the
actors themselves; and other actors may define their parts with special
reference to these central characters. So it is also with certain kinds of
social role specific to certain particular cultures. They furnish recognizable
characters and the ability to recognize them is socially crucial because a
knowledge of the character provides an interpretation of the actions of
those individuals who have assumed the character. It does so precisely
because those individuals have used the very same knowledge to guide
and to structure their behavior. Characters specified thus must not be con-
fused with social roles in general. For they are a very special type of social
role which places a certain kind of moral constraint on the personality of
those who inhabit them in a way in which many other social roles do
not. I choose the word ‘character’ for them precisely because of the way it
links dramatic and moral associations. Many modern occupational roles—
that of a dentist or that of a garbage collector, for example—are not char-
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acters in the way that that of a bureaucratic manager is; many modern
status roles—that of a retired member of the lower middle class, for ex-
ample—are not characters in the way that that of the modern leisured rich
person is. In the case of a character role and personality fuse in a more
specific way than in general; in the case of a character the possibilities of
action are defined in a more limited way than in general. One of the key
differences between cultures is in the extent to which roles are characters;
but what is specific to each culture is in large and central part what is
- specific to its stock of characters. So the culture of Victorian England was
partially defined by the dbaracters of the Public School Headmaster, the
Explorer and the Engineer; and that of Wilhelmine Germany was similarly
defined by such characters as those of the Prussian Officer, the Professor
and the Social Democrat.

Characters have one other notable dimension. They are, so to speak, the
moral representatives of their culture and they are so because of the way
in which moral and metaphysical ideas and theories assume through them
an embodied existence in the social world. Characters are the masks worn
by moral philosophies. Such theories, such philosophies, do of course enter
into social life in numerous ways: most obviously perhaps as explicit ideas
in books or sermons or conversations, or as symbolic themes in paintings
or plays or dreams. But the distinctive way in which they inform the lives
of characters can be illuminated by considering how characters merge what
usually is thought to belong to the individual man or woman and what
is usually thought to belong to social roles. Both individuals and roles can,
and do, like characters, embody moral beliefs, doctrines and theories, but
each does so in its own way. And the way in whnch characters do so can
only be sketched by contrast with these.

It is by way of their intentions that individuals express bodies of moral
belief in their actions. For all intentions presuppose more or less complex,
more or less coherent, more or less explicit bodies of belief, sometimes of
moral belief. So such small-scale actions as the mailing of a letter or the
handing of a leaflet to a passer-by can embody intentions whose import
derives from some large-scale project of the individual, a project itself in-
telligible only against the background of some equally large or even larger
scheme of beliefs. In mailing a letter someone may be embarking on a type
of entrepreneurial career whose specification requires belief in both the
viability and the legitimacy of multinational corporations: in handing out
a leaflet someone may be expressing his belief in Lenin’s philosophy of
history. But the chain of practical reasoning whose conclusions are ex-
pressed in such actions as the mailing of a letter or the distribution of a
leaflet is in this type of case of course the individual's own; and the locus
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of that chain of reasoning, the context which makes the taking of each step
part of an intelligible sequence, is that particular individual’s history of ac-
tion, belief, experience and interaction.

Contrast the quite different way in which a certain type of social role
may embody beliefs so that the ideas, theories and doctrines expressed in
and presupposed by the role may at least on some occasions be quite other
than the ideas, theories and doctrines believed by the individual who in-
habits the role. A Catholic priest in virtue of his role officiates at the mass,
performs other rites and ceremonies and takes part in a variety of activities
which embody or presuppose, implicitly or explicitly, the beliefs of
Catholic Christianity. Yet a particular ordained individual who does all
these things may have lost his faith and his own beliefs may be quite other
than and at variance with those expressed in the actions presented by his
role. The same type of distinction between role and individual can be
drawn in many other cases. A trade union official in virtue of his role
negotiates with employers’ representatives and campaigns among his own
membership in a way that generally and characteristically presupposes that
trade union goals— higher wages, improvements in working conditions and
the maintenance of employment within the present economic system —are
legitimate goals for the working class and that trade unions are the ap-
propriate instruments for achieving those goals. Yet a particular trade-
union official may believe that trade unions are merely instruments for
domesticating and corrupting the working class by diverting them from
any interest in revolution. The beliefs that he has in his mind and heart
are one thing; the beliefs that his role expresses and presupposes are quite
another.

There are then many cases where there is a certain distance between role
and individual and where consequently a variety of degrees of doubt, com-
promise, interpretation or cynicism may mediate the relationship of indi-
vidual to role. With what I have called characters it is quite otherwise; and
the difference arises from the fact that the requirements of a character are
imposed from the outside, from the way in which others regard and use
characters to understand and to evaluate themselves. With other types of
social role the role may be adequately specified in terms of the institutions
of whose structures it is a part and the relation to those institutions of the
individuals who fill the roles. In the case of a dbaracter this is not enough.
A character is an object of regard by the members of the culture generally
or by some significant segment of them. He furnishes them with a cultural
and moral ideal. Hence the demand is that in this type of case role and
personality be fused. Social type and psychological type are required to
coincide. The character morally legitimates a mode of social existence.
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It is, I hope, now clear why I picked the examples that I did when I re-
ferred to Victorian England and Wilhelmine Germany. The Public School
Headmaster in England and the Professor in Germany, to take only two
examples, were not just social roles: they provided the moral focus for a
whole cluster of attitudes and activities. They were able to discharge this
function precisely because they incorporated moral and metaphysical
theories and claims. Moreover these theories and claims had a certain
degree of complexity and there existed within the community of Public
School Headmasters and within the community of Professors public
debate as to the significance of their role and function: Thomas Arnold’s
Rugby was not Edward Thring's Uppingham, Mommsen and Schmoller
represented very different academic stances from that of Max Weber. But
the articulation of disagreement was always within the context of that deep
moral agreement which constituted the character that each individual em-
bodied in his own way.

In our own time emotivism is a theory embodied in characters who all
share the emotivist view of the distinction between rational and non-
rational discourse, but who represent the embodiment of that distinction
in very different social contexts. Two of these we have already noticed:
the Rich Aesthete and the Manager. To these we must now add a third:
the Therapist. The manager represents in his character the obliteration of
the distinction between manipulative and nonmanipulative social relations;
the therapist represents the same obliteration in the sphere of personal life.
The manager treats ends as given, as outside his scope; his concern is with
technique, with effectiveness in transforming raw materials into final prod-
ucts, unskilled labor into skilled labor, investment into profits. The ther-
apist also treats ends as given, as outside his scope; his concern also is
with technique, with effectiveness in transforming neurotic symptoms into
directed energy, maladjusted individuals into well-adjusted ones. Neither
manager nor therapist, in their roles as manager and therapist, do or are
able to engage in moral debate. They are seen by themselves, and by those
who see them with the same eyes as their own, as uncontested figures,
who purport to restrict themselves to the realms in which rational agree-
ment is possible—that is, of course from their point of view to the realm
of fact, the realm of means, the realm of measurable effectiveness.

It is of course important that in our culture the concept of the therapeu-
tic has been given application far beyond the sphere of psychological
medicine in which it obviously has its legitimate place. In The Triumph of
the Therapeuric (1966) and also in To My Fellow Teachers (197 5) Philip Rieff
has documented with devastating insight a number of the ways in which
truth has been displaced as a value and replaced by psychological effec-
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tiveness. The idioms of therapy have invaded all too successfully such
spheres as those of education and of religion. The types of theory involved
in and invoked to justify such therapeutic modes do of course vary widely;
but the mode itself is of far greater social significance than the theories
which matter so much to its protagonists.

I have said of characters in general that they are those social roles which
provide a culture with its moral definitions; it is crucial to stress that I do
not mean by this that the moral beliefs expressed by and embodied in the
characters of a particular culture will secure universal assent within that
culture. On the contrary it is partly because they provide focal points for
disagreement that they are able to perform their defining task. Hence the
morally defining character of the managerial role in our own culture is
evidenced almost as much by the variety of contemporary attacks upon
managerial and manipulative modes of theory and practice as it is by
allegiance to them. Those who persistently attack bureaucracy effectively
reinforce the notion that it is in terms of a relationship to bureaucracy that
the self has to define itself. Neo-Weberian organization theorists and the
heirs of the Frankfurt School unwittingly collaborate as a chorus in the
theatre of the present.

I do not want to suggest of course that there is anything peculiar to the
present in this type of phenomenon. It is often and perhaps always through
conflict that the self receives its social definition. This does not mean
however, as some theorists have supposed, that the self is or becomes
nothing but the social roles which it inherits. The self, as distinct from its
roles, has a history and a social history and that of the contemporary
emotivist self is only intelligible as the end product of a long and complex
set of developments.

Of the self as presented by emotivism we must immediately note: that
it cannot be simply or unconditionally identified with any particular moral
attitude or point of view (including that of those characters which socially
embody emotivism) just because of the fact that its judgments are in the
end criterionless. The specifically modern self, the self that I have called
emotivist, finds no limits set to that on which it may pass judgment for
such limits could only derive from rational criteria for evaluation and, as
we have seen, the emotivist self lacks any such criteria. Everything may
be criticized from whatever standpoint the self has adopted, including the
self's choice of standpoint to adopt. It is in this capacity of the self to evade
any necessary identification with any particular contingent state of affairs
that some modern philosophers, both analytical and existentialist, have
seen the essence of moral agency. To be a moral agent is, on this view,
precisely to be able to stand back from any and every situation in which
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one is involved, from any and every characteristic that one may possess,
and to pass judgment on it from a purely universal and abstract point of
view that is totally detached from all social particularity. Anyone and
everyone can thus be a moral agent, since it is in the self and not in social
roles or practices that moral agency has to be located. The contrast be-
tween this democratization of moral agency and the elitist monopolies of
managerial and therapeutic expertise could not be sharper. Any minimally
rational agent is to be accounted a moral agent; but managers and
therapists enjoy their status in virtue of their membership within hierar-
chies of imputed skill and knowledge. In the domain of fact there are pro-
cedures for eliminating disagreement; in that of morals the ultimacy of
disagreement is dignified by the tide ‘pluralism’.

This democratized self which has no necessary social content and no
necessary social identity can then be anything, can assume any role or take
any point of view, because it is in and for itself nothing. This relationship
of the modern self to its acts and its roles has been conceprualized by its
acutest and most perceptive theorists in what at first sight appear to be two
quite different and incompatible ways. Sartre—1 speak now only of the
Sartre of the thirties and forties—has depicted the self as entirely distinct
from any particular social role which it may happen to assume; Erving
Goffman by contrast has liquidated the self into its role-playing, arguing
that the self is no more than ‘a peg on which the clothes of the role are
hung (Goffman 1959, p. 253). For Sartre the central error is to identify
the self with its roles, a mistake which carries the burden of moral bad faith
as well as of intellectual confusion; for Goffman the central error is to sup-
pose that there #s a substantial self over and beyond the complex presenta-
tions of role-playing, a mistake committed by those who wish to keep part
of the human world ‘safe from sociology’. Yet the two apparently con-
trasting views have much more in common thar a first statement would
lead one to suspect. In Goffman’s anecdotal descriptions of the social world
there is still discernible that ghostly T, the psychological peg to whom
Goffman denies substantial selfhood, flitting evanescently from one solidly
role-structured situation to another; and for Sartre the selfs self-discovery
is characterized as the discovery that the self is ‘nothing’, is not a substance
but a set of perpetually open possibilities. Thus at a deep level a certain
agreement underlies Sartre’s and Goffman’s surface disagreements; and
they agree in nothing more than in this, that both see the self as entirely
set over against the social world. For Goffman, for whom the social world
is everything, the self is therefore nothing at all, it occupies no social space.
For Sartre, whatever social space it occupies it does so only accidentally,
and therefore he too sees the self as in no way an actuality.
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What moral modes are open to the self thus conceived? To answer this
question, we must first recall the second key characteristic of the emotivist
self, its lack of any ultimate criteria. When I characterize it thus I am refer-
ring back to what we have already noticed, that whatever criteria or prin-
ciples or evaluative allegiances the emotivist self may profess, they are to
be construed as expressions of attitudes, preferences and choices which are
themselves not governed by criterion, principle or value, since they
underlie and are prior to all allegiance to criterion, principle or value. But
from this it follows that the emotivist self can have no rational history in
its transitions from one state of moral commitment to another. Inner con-
flicts are for it necessarily au fond the confrontation of one contingent ar-
bitrariness by another. It is a self with no given continuities, save those of
the body which is its bearer and of the memory which to the best of its
ability gathers in its past. And we know from the outcome of the discus-
sions of personal identity by Locke, Berkeley, Butler and Hume that
neither of these separately or together are adequate to specify that identity
and continuity of which actual selves are so certain.

The self thus conceived, utterly distinct on the one hand from its social
embodiments and lacking on the other any rational history of its own,
may seem to have a certain abstract and ghostly character. It is therefore
worth remarking that a behaviorist account is as much or as little plausible
of the self conceived in this manner as of the self conceived in any other.
The appearance of an abstract and ghostly quality arises not from any
lingering Cartesian dualism, but from the degree of contrast, indeed the
degree of loss, that comes into view if we compare the emotivist self with
its historical predecessors. For one way of re-envisaging the emouvist self
is as having suffered a deprivation, a stripping away of qualities that were
once believed to belong to the self. The self is now thought of as lacking
any necessary social identity, because the kind of social identity that it once
enjoyed is no longer available; the self is now thought of as criterionless,
because the kind of telos in terms of which it once judged and acted is no
longer thought to be credible. What kind of identity and what kind of telos
were they?

In many pre-modern, traditional societies it is through his or her
membership in a variety of social groups that the individual identifies
himself or herself and is identified by others. I am brother, cousin and
grandson, member of this household, that village, this tribe. These are not
characteristics that belong to human beings accidentally, to be stripped
away, in order to discover ‘the real me’. They are part of my substance,
defining partially at least and sometimes wholly my obligations and my
duties. Individuals inherit a particular space within an interlocking set of
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social relationships; lacking that space, they are nobody, or at best a
stranger or an outcast. To know oneself as such a social person is however
not to occupy a static and fixed position. It is to find oneself placed at a
certain point on a journey with set goals; to move through life is to make
progress—or to fail to make progress—toward a given end. Thus a com-
pleted and fulfilled life is an achievement and death is the point at which
someone can be judged happy or unhappy. Hence the ancient Greek pro-
verb: ‘Call no man happy unul he is dead’

This conception of a whole human life as the primary subject of objec-
tive and impersonal evaluation, of a type of evaluation which provides the
content for judgment upon the particular actions or projects of a given in-
dividual, is something that ceases to be generally available at some point
in the progress—if we can call it such—towards and into modernity. It
passes to some degree unnoticed, for it is celebrated historically for the
most part not as loss, but as self-congrarulatory gain, as the emergence of
the individual freed on the one hand from the social bonds of those con-
straining hierarchies which the modern world rejected at its birth and on
the other hand from what modernity has taken to be the superstitions of
teleology. To say this is of course to move a little too quickly beyond my
present argument; but it is to note that the peculiarly modern self, the
emotivist self, in acquiring sovereignty in its own realm lost its traditional
boundaries provided by a social identity and a view of human life as
ordered to a given end.

Nonetheless, as I have already suggested, the emotivist self has its own
kind of social definition. It is at home in—it is an integral part of—one
distinctive type of social order, that which we in the so-called advanced
countries presently inhabit. Its definition is the counterpart to the defini-
tion of those characters which inhabit and present the dominant social roles.
The bifurcation of the contemporary social world into a realm of the
organizational in which ends are taken to be given and are not available
for rational scrutiny and a realm of the personal in which judgment and
debate about values are central factors, but in which no rational social
resolution of issues is available, finds its internalization, its inner represen-
tation in the relation of the individual self to the roles and characters of
social life.

This bifurcation is itself an important clue to the central characteristics
of modern societies and one which may enable us to avoid being deceived
by their own internal political debates. Those debates are often staged in
terms of a supposed opposition between individualism and collectivism,
each appearing in a variety of doctrinal forms. On the one side there ap-
pear the self-defined protagonists of individual liberty, on the other the
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self-defined protagonists of planning and regulation, of the goods which are
available through bureaucratic organization. But in fact what is crucial is
that on which the contending parties agree, namely that there are only two
alternative modes of social life open to us, one in which the free and ar-
bitrary choices of individuals are sovereign and one in which the bureau-
cracy is sovereign, precisely so that it may limit the free and arbitrary
choices of individuals. Given this deep cultural agreement, it is unsurpris-
ing that the politics of modern societies oscillate between a freedom which
is nothing but a lack of regulation of individual behavior and forms of col-
lectivist control designed only to limit the anarchy of self-interest. The con-
sequences of a victory by one side or the other are often of the highest
immediate importance; but, as Solzhenitzyn has understood so well, both
ways of life are in the long run intolerable. Thus the society in which we
live is one in which bureaucracy and individualism are partners as well as
antagonists. And it is in the cultural climate of this bureaucratic individual-
ism that the emotivist self is naturally at home.

The parallel between my treatment of what I have called the emotivist
self and my treatment of emotivist theories of moral judgment—whether
Stevensonian, Nietzschean or Sartrian—is now, I hope, clear. In both cases
I have argued that we are confronted with what is intelligible only as the
end-product of a process of historical change; in both cases I have con-
fronted theoretical positions whose protagonists claim that what I take to
be the historically produced characteristics of what is specifically modern
are in fact the timelessly necessary characteristics of all and any moral judg-
ment, of all and any selthood. If my argument is correct we are not,
although many of us have become or partly become, what Sartre and Gott-
man say we are, precisely because we are the last inheritors—so far—of a
process of historical transformation.

This transformation of the self and its relationship to its roles from more
traditional modes of existence into contemporary emotivist forms could
not have occured of course if the forms of moral discourse, the language
of morality, had not also been transformed at the same time. Indeed it is
wrong to separate the history of the self and its roles from the history of
the language which the self specifies and through which the roles are given
expression. What we discover is a single history and not two parallel ones.
I noted at the outset two central factors of contemporary moral utterance.
One was the multifariousness and apparent incommensurability of the con-
cepts invoked. The other was the assertive use of ultimate principles in at-
tempts to close moral debate. To discover where these features of our
discourse came from, how and why they are fashioned, is therefore an ob-
vious strategy for my enquiry. To this task I now turn.
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the Catholic mass becomes a genre available for concert performance by
Protestants, when we listen to the scripture because of what Bach wrote
rather than because of what St. Matthew wrote, then sacred texts are being
preserved in a form in which the traditional links with belief have been
broken, even in some measure for those who still count themselves be-
lievers. It is not of course that there is no link with belief; you cannot
simply detach the music of Bach or even of Handel from the Christian re-
ligion. But a traditional distinction between the religious and the aesthetic
has been blurred. And this is as true when the beliefs are new as when they
are traditional. Mozart's freemasonry, which is perhaps the religion of En-
lightenment par excellence, stands in as ambiguous a relationship to The
Magic Flute, as does Handel's Messiab to Protestant Christianity.

This is a culture then in which therefore there has been not only the
kind of change of belief represented by the secularization of Protestantism
but also, even for those who believe, a change in the modes of belief. It
is not surprising that key questions arise about the justification of belief,
and most of all about the justification of moral belief. We are so accus-
tomed to classifying judgments, arguments and deeds in terms of morality
that we forget how relatively new the notion was in the culture of the
Enlightenment. Consider one very striking fact: in the culture of the En-
lightenment the first language of educated discourse was no longer Latin,
but it remained learning’s second language. In Latin, as in ancient Greek,
there is 7o word correctly translated by our word ‘moral’; or rather there
is no such word until our word ‘moral’ is translated back into Latin. Cer-
tainly ‘moral’ is the etymological descendant of ‘moralis’. But ‘moralis’, like
its Greek predecessor ‘éthikos’— Cicero invented ‘moralis’ to translate the
Greek word in the De Fato—means ‘pertaining to character’ where a man’s
character is nothing other than his set dispositions to behave systematically
in one way rather than another, to lead one particular kind of life.

The early uses of ‘moral’ in English translate the Latin and move to its
use as a noun where ‘the moral' of any literary passage is the practical
lesson that it teaches. In these early uses ‘moral’ contrasts neither with such
expressions as ‘prudential’ or ‘self-interested’ nor with such expressions as
legal’ or ‘religious’. The word to which it is closest in meaning is perhaps
simply ‘practical’. Its subsequent history is one in which it is at first perhaps
most usually part of the expression ‘moral virtue’ and then becomes a
predicate in its own right with a continual tendency to narrow its meaning.
It is in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that it recognizably takes
on its modern meaning and becomes available for use in the contexts
which I have just noted. It is in the late seventeenth century that it is used
for the first time in its most restricted sense of all, that in which it has to
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do primarily with sexual behavior. How could it come about that ‘being
immoral’ could be equated even as a special idiom with ‘being sexually lax"

The answer to this question must be delayed. For the history of the
word ‘moral’ cannot be told adequately apart from an account of the at-
tempts to provide a rational justification for morality in that historical
period — from say 1630 to 1850—when it acquired a sense at once general
and specific. In that period ‘morality’ became the name for that parucular
sphere in which rules of conduct which are neither theological nor legal
nor aesthetic are allowed a cultural space of their own. It is only in the
later seventeenth century and the eighteenth century, when this distin-
guishing of the moral from the theological, the legal and the aesthetic has
become a received doctrine that the project of an independent rational
justification of morality becomes not merely the concern of individual
thinkers, but central to Northern European culture.

A central thesis of this book is that the breakdown of this project pro-
vided the historical background against which the predicaments of our
own culture can become intelligible. To justify this thesis it is necessary
to recount in some detail the history of that project and its breakdown;
and the most illuminating way to recount that history is to recount it
backwards, beginning from that point at which for the first time the
distinctively modern standpoint appears in something like fully-fledged
form. What I earlier picked out as the distinctively modern standpoint was
of course that which envisages moral debate in terms of a confrontation
between incompatible and incommensurable moral premises and moral
commitment as the expression of a criterionless choice between such
premises, a type of choice for which no rational justification can be given.
This element of arbitrariness in our moral culture was presented as a
philosophical discovery—indeed as a discovery of a disconcerting, even
shocking, kind—long before it became a commonplace of everyday
discourse. Indeed that discovery was first presented precisely with the in-
tention of shocking the participants in everyday moral discourse in a book
which is at once the outcome and the epitaph of the Enlightenment’s
systematic attempt to discover a rational justification for morality. The
book is Kierkegaard's Enten-Eller and, if we do not usually read it in terms
of this historical perspective, that is because over-familiarity with its thesis
has dulled our sense of its astonishing novelty in the time and place of its
writing, the Northern European culture of Copenhagen in 1842.

Enten-Eller has three central features to which we ought to attend. The
first is the connection between its mode of presentation and its central
thesis. It is a book in which Kierkegaard wears a number of masks and by
their very number invents a new literary genre. Kierkegaard was not the
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first author to divide up the self, to allocate it among a series of masks,
each of which acts out the masquerade of an independent self, and so to
create a new literary genre in which the author is present as himself more
directly and intimately than in any form of traditional drama and yet by
his partitioning of his self denies his own presence. Diderot in Le Neveu de
Rameau was the first master of this new, peculiarly modern genre. But we
can see a partial ancestor of both Diderot and Kierkegaard in that argu-
ment between the sceptical self and the Christian self which Pascal had in-
tended to conduct in the Pensées, an argument of which we possess only
the dismembered fragments.

Kierkegaard's professed intention in designing the pseudonymous form
of Enten-Eller was to present the reader with an ultimate choice, himself
not able to commend one alternative rather than another because never
appearing as himself. ‘A’ commends the aesthetic way of life; ‘B’ commends
the ethical way of life; Victor Eremita edits and annotates the papers of
both. The choice between the ethical and the aesthetic is not the choice
between good and evil, it is the choice whether or not to choose in terms
of good and evil. At the heart of the aesthetic way of life, as Kierkegaard
characterizes it, is the attempt to lose the self in the immediacy of present
experience. The paradigm of aesthetic expression is the romantic lover
who is immersed in his own passion. By contrast the paradigm of the
ethical is marriage, a state of commitment and obligation through time, in
which the present is bound by the past and to the future. Each of the two
ways of life is informed by different concepts, incompatible attitudes, rival
premises.

Suppose that someone confronts the choice between them having as yet
embraced neither. He can be offered no reason for preferring one to the
other. For if a given reason offers support for the ethical way of life—to
live in that way will serve the demands of duty or to live in that way will
be to accept moral perfection as a goal and so give a certain kind of mean-
ing to one’s actions—the person who has not yet embraced either the
ethical or the aesthetic still has to choose whether or not to treat this
reason as having any force. If it already has force for him, he has already
chosen the ethical; which ex bypotbesi he has not. And so it is also with
reasons supportive of the aesthetic. The man who has not yet chosen has
still to choose whether to treat them as having force. He still has to choose
his first principles, and just because they are first principles, prior to any
others in the chain of reasoning, no more ultimate reasons can be adduced
to support them.

Kierkegaard thus presents himself as not endorsing either position. For
he is neither ‘A’ nor ‘B’. And if we take him to be presenting the position
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that there are no rational grounds for choice between either position , that
the either/or choice is ultimate, he denies that too, for he is not Victor
Eremita any more that he is ‘A" or ‘B’. Yet at the same time he is
everywhere, and perhaps we detect his presence most of all in the belief
that he puts into the mouth of ‘B’ that anyone who faces the choice be-
tween the aesthetic and the ethical will in fact choose the ethical; for the
energy, the passion, of serious choice will, so to speak, carry the person
who chooses into the ethical. (Here, I believe, Kierkegaard asserts—1if it is
Kierkegaard asserting—what is false: the aesthetic can be chosen seriously,
although the burden of choosing it can be as passion-ridden as that of
choosing the ethical. I think especially of those young men of my father’s
generation who watched their own earlier ethical principles die along with
the deaths of their friends in the trenches in the mass murder of Ypres and
the Somme; and who returned determined that nothing was ever going to
matter to them again and invented the aesthetic triviality of the nineteen-
twenties.)

My account of Kierkegaard's relationship to Enten-Eller is of course
crucially different from that given by Kierkegaard himself later on, when
he came to interpret his own writings retrospectively in terms of a single
unchanging vocation; and the best Kierkegaard scholars of our own time
such as Louis Mackey and Gregor Malantschuk, have in this respect at
least endorsed Kierkegaard's self-portrait. Yet if we take all the evidence
that we have of Kierkegaard’s attitudes in and up to the end of 1842 —and
perhaps the text and the pseudonyms of Enten-Eller are the best evidence
of all—it seems to me that their position is difficult to sustain. A little later
in Philosopbiske Smuler in 1845 Kierkegaard invokes this crucial new idea
of radical and ultimate choice to explain how one becomes a Christian and
by that time his characterization of the ethical has changed radically too.
That had become already abundandy clear even in 1843 in Frygr og
Baeven. But in 1842 he still stands in the most ambiguous of relationships
to his new idea—simultaneously being its author and disowning its author-
ship. For this idea is not merely at odds with Hegel's philosophy, which
already in Enten-Eller is one of Kierkegaard's chief targets. This idea
destroys the whole tradition of a rational moral culture—if it itself cannot
be rationally defeated.

The second feature of Enten-Eller to which we must now turn concerns
the deep internal inconsistency — partially concealed by the book’s form—
between its concept of radical choice and its concept of the ethical. The
ethical is presented as that realm in which principles have authority over
us independently of our attitudes, preferences and feelings. How I feel at
any given moment is irrelevant to the question of how I must live. This
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is why marriage is the paradigm of the ethical. Bertrand Russell has de-
scribed how one day in 1902 while riding a bicycle he suddenly realized
that he was no longer in love with his first wife—and from this realization
there followed in time the break-up of that marriage. Kierkegaard would
have said, and surely rightly, that any attitude whose absence can be
discovered in a sudden flash while riding a bicycle is only an aesthetic reac-
tion and that such experience has to be irrelevant to the commitment
which genuine marriage involves, to the authority of the moral precepts
which define marriage. But now whence does the ethical derive this kind
of authority?

To answer this question consider what kind of authority any principle
has which it is open to us to choose to regard as authoritative or not. I may
choose for example to observe a regime of asceticism and fasting and I
may do this for reasons of health, let us say, or religion. What authority
such principles possess derives from the reasons for my choice. Insofar as
they are good reasons, the principles have corresponding authority; insofar
as they are not, the principles are to that same extent deprived of authority.
It would follow that a principle for the choice of which no reasons could
be given would be a principle devoid of authority. I might indeed adopt
such a principle from whim or caprice or from some arbitrary purpose—I
just happen to like acting in that way—but if I then chose to abandon
the principle whenever it suited me, I would be entirely free to do so. Such
a principle—and it may even be stretching language to call it a principle—
would seem clearly to belong to Kierkegaard's aesthetic realm.

But now the doctrine of Enten-Eller is plainly to the effect that the prin-
ciples which depict the ethical way of life are to be adopted for no reason,
but for a choice that lies beyond reasons, just because it is the choice of
what is to count for us as a reason. Yet the ethical is to have authority
over us. But how can that which we adopt for one reason have any author-
ity over us? The contradiction in Kierkegaard’s doctrine is plain. To this
someone might reply that we characteristically appeal to authority when
we have no reasons; we may appeal to the authority of the custodians
of the Christian revelation, for example, at the very point where reason
breaks down. So that the notion of authority and the notion of reason are
not, as my argument suggests, intimately connected, but are in fact mutu-
ally exclusive. Yet this concept of authority as excluding reason is, as I have
already noticed, itself a peculiarly, even if not exclusively, modern concept,
fashioned in a culture to which the notion of authority is alien and repug-
nant, so that appeals to authority appear irrational. But the traditional
authority of the ethical, in the culture which Kierkegaard inherited, was
not of this arbitrary kind. And it is this traditional concept of authority
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which must be embodied in the ethical if it is to be as Kierkegaard de-
scribes it. (It 1s not surprising that just as it was Kierkegaard who first dis-
covered the concept of radical choice, so it is in Kierkegaard's writings that
the links between reason and authority are broken too.)

I have argued then that there is a deep incoherence in Enten-Eller; if the
ethical has some basis, it cannot be provided by the notion of radical
choice. Before I turn to ask why Kierkegaard should have arrived at this
incoherent position, however, let me notice a third feature of Enten-Eller.
It is the conservative and traditional character of Kierkegaard's account of
the ethical. In our own culture the influence of the notion of radical choice
appears in our dilemmas over which ethical principles to choose. We are
almost intolerably conscious of rival moral alternatives. But Kierkegaard
combines the notion of radical choice with an unquestioning conception
of the ethical. Promise-keeping, truth-telling and benevolence embodied in
universalizable moral principles are understood in a very simple way; the
ethical man has no great problems of interpretation once he has made his
initial choice. To notice this is to notice that Kierkegaard is providing a
new practical and philosophical underpinning for an older and inherited
way of life. It is perhaps this combination of novelty and tradition which
accounts for the incoherence ar the heart of Kierkegaard's position. It is
certainly, so I shall argue, just this deeply incoherent combination of the
novel and the inherited which is the logical outcome of the Enlighten-
ment’s project to provide a rational foundation for and justification of
morality.

To understand why this is so it is necessary to turn back from Kierke-
gaard to Kant. Because of Kierkegaard's own ceaseless polemics against
Hegel, it is all too easy not to notice Kierkegaard's positive debts to Kant.
But it is in fact Kant who in almost every area sets the philosophical scene
for Kierkegaard. It is Kant's treatment of the proofs of the existence of God
and his view of what constitutes rational religion that provide a crucial part
of the background for Kierkegaard's account of Christianity; and it is
equally Kant’s moral philosophy which is the essential background for
Kierkegaard’s treatment of the ethical. It is not difficult to recognize in
Kierkegaard’s account of the aesthetic way of life a literary genius’s version
of Kant’s account of inclination — whatever else Kant may be thought, and
it is difficult to exaggerate his achievement, he was as clearly not a literary
genius as any philosopher in history. Yet it is in Kant’s honest and un-
pretentious German that Kierkegaard's elegant but not always transparent
Danish finds its paternity.

Central to Kant's moral philosophy are two deceptively simple theses:
if the rules of morality are rational, they must be the same for all rational
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beings, in just the way that the rules of arithmetic are; and if the rules of
morality are binding on all rational beings, then the contingent ability of
such beings to carry them out must be unimportant—what is important
is their will to carry them out. The project of discovering a rational
justification of morality therefore simply is the project of discovering a ra-
tional test which will discriminate those maxims which are a genuine ex-
pression of the moral law when they determine the will from those maxims
which are not such an expression. Kant is not of course himself in any
doubt as to which maxims are in fact the expression of the moral law; vir-
tuous plain men and women did not have to wait for philosophy to tell
them in what a good will consisted and Kant never doubted for a moment
that the maxims which he had learnt from his own virtuous parents were
those which had to be vindicated by a rational test. Thus the content of
Kant's morality was conservative in just the way that the content of Kier-
kegaard's was, and this is scarcely surprising. Although Kant's Lutheran
childhood in Konigsberg was a hundred years before Kierkegaard's Lutheran
childhood in Copenhagen the same inherited morality marked both men.

Kant then possesses on the one hand a stock of maxims and on the other
a conception of what a rational test for a maxim must be. What is this
conception and whence is it derived? We can best approach an answer to
these questions by considering why Kant rejects two conceptions of such
a test which had been widely influential in the European traditions. On
the one hand Kant rejects the view that the test of a proposed maxim is
whether obedience to it would in the end lead to the happiness of a ra-
tional being. Kant has no doubt that all men do indeed desire happiness;
and he has no doubt that the highest good conceivable is that of the in-
dividual's moral perfection crowned by the happiness which it merits. But
he nonetheless believes that our conception of happiness is too vague and
shifting to provide a reliable moral guide. Moreover any precept designed
to secure our happiness would be an expression of a rule holding only con-
ditionally; it would instruct to do such-and-such, if and insofar as doing
such-and-such would in fact lead to happiness as a result. Whereas Kant
takes it to be the case that all genuine expressions of the moral law have
an unconditional categorical character. They do not enjoin us hypotheti-
cally; they simply enjoin us.

Morality then can find no basis in our desires; but it can find no basis
either in our religious beliefs. For the second traditional view which Kant
repudiates is that according to which the test of a given maxim or precept
is whether it is commanded by God. On Kant’s view it can never follow
from the fact that God commands us to do such-and-such that we ought
to do such-and-such. In order for us to reach such a conclusion justifiably
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we would also have to know that we always ought to do what God com-
mands. But this last we could not know unless we ourselves possessed
a standard of moral judgment independent of God’s commandments by
means of which we could judge God's deeds and words and so find the
latter morally worthy of obedience. But clearly if we possess such a stan-
dard, the commandments of God will be redundant.

We can already notice certain large and obvious features of Kant's
thought which declare it to be the immediate ancestor of Kierkegaard’s.
The sphere in which happiness is to be pursued is sharply distinguished
from the sphere of morality and both in turn as sharply from that of divine
morality and commandment. Moreover the precepts of morality are not
only the same precepts as those which were later to constitute the ethical
for Kierkegaard; but they are to inspire the same kind of respect. Yet
where Kierkegaard had seen the basis of the ethical in choice, Kant sees
it in reason,

Practical reason, according to Kant, employs no criterion external to
itself. It appeals to no content derived from experience; hence Kant's in-
dependent arguments against the use of happiness or the invocation of
God's revealed will merely reinforce a position already entailed by the Kan-
tian view of reason’s function and powers. It is of the essence of reason
that it lays down principles which are universal, categorical and internally
consistent. Hence a rational morality will lay down principles which both
can and ought to be held by all men, independent of circumstances and
conditions, and which could consistently be obeyed by every rational agent
on every occasion. The test for a proposed maxim is then easily framed:
can we or can we not consistently will that everyone should always act
on 1t?

How are we to decide whether this attempt to formulate a decisive test
for the maxims of morality is successful or not? Kant himself tries to show
that such maxims as ‘Always tell the truth’, ‘Always keep promises’, ‘Be
benevolent to those in need’ and ‘Do not commit suicide’ pass his test,
while such maxims as ‘Only keep promises when it is convenient to you'
fail. In fact however, even to approach a semblance of showing this, he
has to use notoriously bad arguments, the climax of which is his assertion
that any man who wills the maxim ‘To kill myself when the prospects of
pain outweigh those of happiness’ is inconsistent because such willing ‘con-
tradicts’ an impulse to life implanted in all of us. This is as if someone were
to assert that any man who wills the maxim ‘Always to keep my hair cut
short’ is inconsistent because such willing ‘contradicts’ an impulse to the
growth of hair implanted in all of us. But it is not just that Kant’s own
arguments involve large mistakes. It is very easy to see that many immoral
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and trivial non-moral maxims are vindicated by Kant’s test quite as
convincingly—in some cases more convincingly —than the moral maxims
which Kant aspires to uphold. So Keep all your promises throughout your
entire life except one’, ‘Persecute all those who hold false religious beliefs’
and ‘Always eat mussels on Mondays in March’ will all pass Kant’s test,
for all can be consistently universalized.

To this one rejoinder may be that if this follows from what Kant said,
it cannot be what Kant meant. Certainly and obviously it was not what
Kant envisaged, for he himself believed that his test of consistent univer-
salizability had a defining moral content which would have excluded such
universal and trivial maxims. Kant believed this because he believed that
his formulations of the categorical imperative in terms of universalizability
were equivalent to a quite different formulation: ‘Always act so as to treat
humanity, whether in your own person or in that of others, as an end,
and not as a means.

This formulation clearly does have a moral content, although one that
is not very precise, if it is not supplemented by a good deal of further
elucidation. What Kant means by treating someone as an end rather than
as a means seems to be as follows—as I noticed earlier in using Kant's moral
philosophy to highlight a contrast with emotivism. I may propose a course
of action to someone either by offering him reasons for so acting or by
trying to influence him in non-rational ways. If I do the former I treat him
as a rational will, worthy of the same respect as is due to myself, for in
offering him reasons I offer him an impersonal consideration for him to
evaluate. What makes a reason a good reason has nothing to do with who
utters it on a given occasion; and until an agent has decided for himself
whether a reason is a good reason or not, he has no reason to act. By con-
trast an attempt at non-rational suasion embodies an attempt to make the
agent a mere instrument of my will, without any regard for bis rationality.
Thus what Kant enjoins is what a long line of moral philosophers have
followed the Plato of the Gorgias in enjoining. But Kant gives us no good
reason for holding this position. I can without any inconsistency what-
soever flout it; ‘Let everyone except me be treated as a means’ may be im-
moral, but it is not inconsistent and there is not even any inconsistency
in willing a universe of egotists all of whom live by this maxim. It might
be inconvenient for each if everyone lived by this maxim, but it would not
be impossible and to invoke considerations of convenience would in any
case be to introduce just that prudential reference to happiness which Kant
aspires to eliminate from all considerations of morality.

The attempt to found what Kant takes to be the maxims of morality on
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what Kant takes to be reason therefore fails just as surely as Kierkegaard's
attempt to discover a foundation for them in an act of choice failed; and
the two failures are closely related. Kierkegaard and Kant agree in their
conception of morality, but Kierkegaard inherits that conception together
with an understanding that the project of giving a rational vindication of
morality has failed. Kant’s failure provided Kierkegaard with his starting-
point: the act of choice had to be called in to do the work that reason could
not do. And yet if we understand Kierkegaardian choice as a surrogate for
Kantian reason, we must also in turn understand that Kant too was respon-
ding to an earlier philosophical episode, that Kant’s appeal to reason was
the historical heir and successor of Diderot’s and Hume's appeals to desire
and to the passions. Kant's project was an historical response to their
failure just as Kierkegaard's was to his. Wherein did that earlier failure lie?

We need to note first of all that Diderot and Hume very largely share
the view taken by Kierkegaard and Kant of the content of morality; and
this is all the more surprising because, unlike Kierkegaard and Kant, they
liked to think of themselves as philosophical radicals. Yet, whatever their
radical gestures, both Hume and Diderot were by and large and for the
most part moral conservatives. Hume is prepared to repeal the traditional
Christian prohibition of suicide, but his views of both promising and prop-
erty are as uncompromising as Kant's; Diderot professes to believe that
basic human nature is both revealed in and served by what he portrays as
the promiscuous sexuality of the Polynesians, but he is very clear that Paris
is not Polynesia, and in Le Neveu de Rameau the moi, the pbilosopbe, with
whom the older Diderot so clearly identifies himself, is a conventional
bourgeois moralist with as staid a view of marriage, of promises, of truth-
telling and of conscientiousness as any adherent of Kantian duty or the
Kierkegaardian ethical. And this was not merely Diderot’s theory; in the
upbringing of his own daughter his practice was precisely that of the bon
bourgeois of his dialogue. In the persona of the philosopbe the view which
he propounds is that if in modern France we all pursue our desires with
an enlightened eye to the long-run we shall see that the conservative moral
rules are by and large the rules which the appeal to their basis in desire
and passion will vindicate. To this the younger Rameau has three replies.

First, why should we have any regard for the long-run if the prospect
of immediacy is sufficiently enticing? Secondly, does the philosopbe’s view
not entail that even in the long-run we ought to obey the moral rules only
when and insofar as they serve our desires? And thirdly is not this indeed
the way of the world, that each individual, each class, consults his or its
desires and to satisfy them preys on each other? Where the philosopbe sees
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principle, the family, a well-ordered natural and social world, Rameau
sees these as sophisticated disguises for self-love, seduction and predatory
enterprise.

The challenge that Rameau presents to the philosopbe cannot of course
be met within the terms of Diderot’s own thought. For what divides them
is the question of precisely which of our desires are to be acknowledged
as legitimate guides to action, and which on the other hand are to be in-
hibited, frustrated or re-educated; and clearly this qustion cannot be
answered by trying to use our desires themselves as some sort of criterion.
Just because all of us have, actually or potentially, numerous desires, many
of them conflicting and mutually incompatible, we have to decide between
the rival claims of rival desires. We have to decide in what direction to
educate our desires, how to order a variety of impulses, felt needs, emo-
tions and purposes. Hence those rules which enable us to decide between
the claims of, and so to order, our desires—including the rules of
morality —cannot themselves be derived from or justified by reference to
the desires among which they have to arbitrate.

Diderot himself elsewhere—in the Supplement to Bougainville's Voyage—
tried to distinguish between those desires which are natural to man—the
desires obeyed by the imaginary Polynesians of his narrative—and those
artificially formed and corrupted desires which civilization breeds in us.
But in the very act of making this distinction he undermines his own at-
tempt to find a basis for morality in human physiological nature. For he
himself is forced to find grounds for discriminating between desires; in the
Supplement he is able to avoid facing the implications of his own thesis, but
in Le Neveu de Rameau he forces himself to recognize that there are rival
and incompatible desires and rival and incompatible orderings of desire.

Yet Diderot’s failure is not of course merely his own. The same dif-
ficulties that prevent Diderot from vindicating morality cannot be evaded
by a philosophically more sophisticated account such as that given by
Hume; and Hume makes as strong a case for his position as could con-
ceivably be made. Like Diderot, he understands particular moral judg-
ments as expressions of feeling, of the passions, for it is the passions and
not reason which move us to action. But he also, like Diderot, recognizes
that in judging morally we invoke general rules and he aspires to explain
these by showing their utility in helping us to attain those ends which the
passions set before us. Underlying this view is an implicit, unacknowledged
view of the state of the passions in a normal and what we might call, but
for Hume'’s view of reason, reasonable man. Both in his History and in the
Enquiry the passions of ‘enthusiasts’ and more particularly of the
seventeenth-century Levellers on the one hand and of Catholic asceticism
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on the other are treated as deviant, absurd and—in the case of the
Levellers—criminal. The normal passions are those of a complacent heir
of the revolution of 1688. Hence Hume is already covertly using some nor-
mative standard—in fact a highly conservative normative standard—to
discriminate among desires and feelings and by so doing lays himself open
to just the charge which Diderot in the person of the younger Rameau
brought against himself in the person of the pbilosgpbe. But this is not all.

In the Treatise Hume posed the question why, if such rules as those of
justice and of promise-keeping were to be kept because and only because
they served our long-term interests, we should not be justified in breaking
them whenever they did not serve our interests and the breach would have
no further ill consequences. In the course of formulating this question he
denies explicitly that any innate spring of altruism or sympathy for others
could supply the defects of an argument from interest and utility. But in
the Enquiry he feels compelled to invoke just such a spring. Whence this
change? It is clear thar Hume's invocation of sympathy is an invention in-
tended to bridge the gap between any set of reasons which could support
unconditional adherence to general and unconditional rules and any set of
reasons for action or judgment which could derive from our particular,
fluctuating, circumstance-governed desires, emotions and interests. Later
on Adam Smith was to invoke sympathy for precisely the same purpose.
But the gap of course is logically unbridgable, and ‘sympathy’ as used by
Hume and Smith is the name of a philosophical fiction.

What I have not given due weight to so far is the power of Hume'’s
negative arguments. What drives Hume to the conclusion that morality
must be understood in terms of, explained and justified by reference to,
the place of the passions and desires in human life is his initial assumption
that either morality is the work of reason o7 it is the work of the passions
and his own apparently conclusive arguments that it cannot be the work
of reason. Hence he is compelled to the conclusion that morality is a work
of the passions quite independently of and prior to his adducing of any
positive arguments for that position. The influence of negative arguments
is equally clear in both Kant and Kierkegaard. Just as Hume seeks to found
morality on the passions because his arguments have excluded the possibility
of founding it on reason, so Kant founds it on reason because bis argu-
ments have excluded the possibility of founding it on the passions, and
Kierkegaard on criterionless fundamental choice because of what he takes
to be the compelling nature of the considerations which exclude both rea-
son and the passions.

Thus the vindication of each position was made to rest in crucial part
upon the failure of the other two, and the sum total of the effective
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criticism of each position by the others turned out to be the failure of all.
The project of providing a rational vindication of morality had decisively
failed; and from henceforward the morality of our predecessor culture—
and subsequently of our own—lacked any public, shared rationale or
justification. In a world of secular rationality religion could no longer pro-
vide such a shared background and foundation for moral discourse and
action; and the failure of philosophy to provide what religion could no
longer furnish was an important cause of philosophy losing its central cul-
wural role and becoming a marginal, narrowly academic subject.

Why was the significance of that failure not appreciated in the period
in which it occurred? This is a question which needs to be pursued much
more fully at a later stage in the argument. For the moment I need only
remark that the general literate public was the victim of a cultural history
which blinded it to its own true nature; and that moral philosophers began
to pursue their debates in much greater isolation from that public than
previously. Indeed to the present day Kierkegaard, Kant and Hume do not
lack ingenious, academic disciples in the debate between whom the con-
tinuing power only of the negative arguments of each tradition against the
other is the most significant feature. But before we can understand either
the significance of the failure to provide a shared, public rational justifica-
tion for morality or the explanation of why that significance was not ap-
preciated either at the time or since, we shall have to arrive at a much less
superficial understanding of why the project failed and what the character
of that faillure was.




5

Why the Enlightenment Project
of Justifying Morality
Had to Fail

So far I have presented the failure of the project of justifying morality
merely as the failure of a succession of particular arguments; and if that
were all that there was to the matter, it might appear that the trouble was
merely that Kierkegaard, Kant, Diderot, Hume, Smith and their other
contemporaries were not adroit enough in constructing arguments, so that
an appropriate strategy would be to wait until some more powerful mind
applied itself to the problems. And just this has been the strategy of the
academic philosophical world, even though many professional philoso-
phers might be a little embarrassed to admit it. But suppose in fact, what
is eminenty plausible, that the failure of the eighteenth and nineteenth-
century project was of quite another kind. Suppose that the arguments of
Kierkegaard, Kant, Diderot, Hume, Smith and the like fail because of cer-
tain shared characteristics deriving from their highly specific shared histori-
cal background. Suppose that we cannot understand them as contributors
to a timeless debate about morality, but only as the inheritors of a very
specific and particular scheme of moral beliefs, a schemne whose internal in-
coherence ensured the failure of the common philosophical project from
the outset.

Consider certain beliefs shared by all the contributors to the project. All
of them, as I noted earlier, agree to a surprising degree on the content and
character of the precepts which constitute genuine morality. Marriage and
the family are au fond as unquestioned by Diderot’s rationalist pbilosopbe
as they are by Kierkegaard's Judge Wilhelm; promise-keeping and justice
are as inviolable for Hume as they are for Kant. Whence did they inherit
these shared beliefs? Obviously from their shared Christian past compared
with which the divergences between Kant's and Kierkegaard's Lutheran,
Hume'’s Presbyterian and Diderot’s Jansenist-influenced Catholic back-
ground are relatively unimportant.

At the same time as they agree largely on the character of morality, they
agree also upon what a rational justification of morality would have to be.
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Its key premises would characterize some feature or features of human
nature; and the rules of morality would then be explained and justified as
being those rules which a being possessing just such a human nature could
be expected to accept. For Diderot and Hume the relevant features of
human nature are characteristics of the passions; for Kant the relevant
feature of human nature is the universal and categorical character of certain
rules of reason. (Kant of course denies that morality is ‘based on human
nature’, but what he means by ‘human nature’ is merely the physiological
non-rational side of man.) Kierkegaard no longer attempts to justify moral-
ity at all; but his account has precisely the same structure as that which
is shared by the accounts of Kant, Hume and Diderot, except that where
they appeal to characteristics of the passions or of reason, he invokes what
he takes to be characteristics of fundamental decision-making.

Thus all these writers share in the project of constructing valid
arguments which will move from premises concerning human nature as
they understand it to be to conclusions about the authority of moral rules
and precepts. I want to argue that any project of this form was bound to
fail, because of an ineradicable discrepancy between their shared concep-
tion of moral rules and precepts on the one hand and what was shared—
despite much larger divergences—in their conception of human nature on
the other. Both conceptions have a history and their relationship can only
be made intelligible in the light of that history.

Consider first the general form of the moral scheme which was the
historical ancestor of both conceptions, the moral scheme which in a vari-
ety of diverse forms and with numerous rivals came for long periods to
dominate the European Middle Ages from the twelfth century onwards,
a scheme which included both classical and theistic elements. Its basic
structure is that which Aristotle analyzed in the Nicomachean Etbics.
Within that teleological scheme there is a fundamental contrast between
man-as-he-happens-to-be and man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realized-his-essential-
nature. Ethics is the science which is to enable men to understand how
they make the transition from the former state to the latter. Ethics there-
fore in this view presupposes some account of potentiality and act, some
account of the essence of man as a rational animal and above all some ac-
count of the human telos. The precepts which enjoin the various virtues
and prohibit the vices which are their counterparts instruct us how to
move from potentiality to act, how to realize our true nature and to reach
our true end. To defy them will be to be frustrated and incomplete, to fail
to achieve that good of rational happiness which it is peculiarly ours as a
species to pursue. The desires and emotions which we possess .are to be
put in order and educated by the use of such precepts and by the cultiva-
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tion of those habits of action which the study of ethics prescribes; reason
instructs us both as to what our true end is and as to how to reach it. We
thus have a threefold scheme in which human-nature-as-it-happens-to-be
(human nature in its untutored state) is initially discrepant and discordant
with the precepts of ethics and needs to be transformed by the instruction
of practical reason and experience into human-nature-as-it-could-be-if-it-
realized-its-telos. Each of the three elements of the scheme—the conception
of untutored human nature, the conception of the precepts of rational
ethics and the conception of human-nature-as-it-could-be-if-it-realized-its-
telos— requires reference to the other two if its status and function are to
be intelligible.

This scheme is complicated and added to, but not essentially altered,
when it is placed within a framework of theistic beliefs, whether Christian,
as with Aquinas, or Jewish with Maimonides, or Islamic with Ibn Roschd.
The precepts of ethics now have to be understood not only as teleological
injunctions, but also as expressions of a divinely ordained law. The table
of virtues and vices has to be amended and added to and a concept of sin
is added to the Aritotelian concept of error. The law of God requires a
new kind of respect and awe. The true end of man can no longer be com-
pletely achieved in this world, but only in another. Yet the threefold struc-
ture of untutored human-nature-as-it-happens-to-be, human-nature-as-it-
could-be-if-it-realized-its-telos and the precepts of rational ethics as the
means for the transition from one to the other remains central to the
theistic understanding of evaluative thought and judgment.

Thus moral utterance has throughout the period in which the theistic
version of classical morality predominates both a twofold point and pur-
pose and a double standard. To say what someone ought to do is at one
and the same time to say what course of action will in these circumstances
as a marter of fact lead toward a man’s true end and to say what the law,
ordained by God and comprehended by reason, enjoins. Moral sentences
are thus used within this framework to make claims which are true or false.
Most medieval proponents of this scheme did of course believe that it was
uself part of God's revelation, but also a discovery of reason and rationally
defensible. This large area of agreement does not however survive when
Protestantism and Jansenist Catholicism—and their immediate late medi-
eval predecessors—appear on the scene. For they embody a new concep-
tion of reason. (My argument is at this and other points both deeply in-
debted to and rather different from that of Anscombe 1958.)

Reason can supply, so these new theologies assert, 7o genuine com-
prehension of man’s true end; that power of reason was destroyed by the
fall of man. ‘Si Adam integer stetisset’, on Calvin’s view, reason might have
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the anonymous author of the myth of Icarus. Whoever may have been
the first predictor of human flight, it may be thought that he or she cer-
tainly provides a counter-example to my thesis. In the face of this rejoinder
two points must be made.

The first is that for anyone familiar with the concepts of a bird or even
a pterodactyl and a machine the concept of a flying machine involves no
radical innovation; it is merely an additive construction from the existing
stock of concepts—new, if you like, but not radically new. By saying this
I hope that,I make the point of saying ‘radically new’ or ‘radically in-
novative' clear and that I also make it clear that what was alleged to be
a counter-example is not in fact one. The second point is that although
Jules Verne may be said to have predicted the invention of aeroplanes or
submarines, this is in the same sense of the word as those in which Mother
Shipton too may be said to have predicted the invention of aeroplanes in
the early sixteenth century. But my present thesis is concerned not with
mere foretelling but with rationally grounded prediction, and it is the sys-
tematic limitations on such prediction with which I am concerned.

What is important about the systematic unpredictability of radical con-
ceptual innovation is of course the consequent unpredictability of the
future of science. Physicists are able to tell us a good deal about the future
of nature in such areas as thermodynamics; but they are able to tell us
nothing about the future of physics insofar as that future involves radical
conceptual innovation. Yet it is the future of physics which we need to
know about if we are to know about the future of our own physics-based
society.

The conclusion that we cannot predict the future of physics is also sup-
ported by another argument, independent of Popper’s. Suppose that some-
one were to improve computing hardware and software, so that it became
possible to write a program which would enable a computer to predict,
on the basis of information about the present state of mathematics, the past
history of mathematics and the talents and energies of present day mathe-
maticians, which well-formed formulas in a given branch of mathemat-
ics—algebraic topology, say, or number theory—for which at the present
we possess neither a proof nor a proof of their negation would receive such
a proof within ten years. (We are not requiring that the computer identify
all such well-formed formulas, but only some of them.) Such a program
would have to embody a decision procedure whereby a sub-set of well-
formed formulas, provable but not yet proven, were discriminated from
the set of well-formed formulas. But Church has provided us with the
strongest reasons for believing that for any calculus rich enough to express
arithmetic, let alone algebraic topology or number theory, there can be no
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such decision procedure. Hence it is a truth of logic that no such computer
program will ever be written and more generally therefore it is a truth of
logic that the future of mathematics is unpredictable. But if the future of
mathematics is unpredictable, so is a great deal else.

Consider just one example. It follows from the preceding argument that
before Turing proved the theorem which underlies a good deal of modern
computing science in the nineteen-thirties, its proof could not have been
rationally predicted (unless we count Babbage as a precursor of Turing—
but this would not affect the conceptual point). From this it follows that
such subsequent scientific and technological work on computing machines
as depends on the possession of that proof could not have been predicted
either; but it is just that work which has shaped so many of our lives.

It is of course worth noting that Popper’s argument holds of any area
in which radical conceptual innovation takes place and not just natural
science. What made the discoveries of quantum mechanics or special
relativity unpredictable before they occurred also made unpredictable for
precisely the same reasons the invention of the genre of tragedy at Athens
in the late sixth century B.C. or the first preaching of Luther’s distinctive
doctrinie of justification fide sola or the first elaboration of Kant’s theory
of knowledge. The striking implications for social life in general are clear.

It is also clear that nothing in these arguments entails that discovery or
radical innovation are inexplicable. Particular discoveries or innovations
may always be explained after the event—although it is not entirely clear
what such an explanation would be and whether there are any. Explana-
tions of the incidence of discovery and innovation in particular periods are
however not only possible, but for some types of discovery well-established
on the basis of work which goes back to Francis Galton (see de Solla Price
1963). And this coexistence of unpredictability and explicability holds not
just for the first type of systematic unpredictability, but for three others.

The second type of systematic unpredictability to which I now turn is
that which derives from the way in which the unpredictability of certain
of his own future actions by each agent individually generates another ele-
ment of unpredictability as such in the social world. It is at first sight a
trivial truth that when I have not yet made up my mind which of two or
more alternative and mutually exclusive courses of action to take I cannot
predict which I shall take. Decisions contemplated but not yet made by
me entail unpredictability of me by me in the relevant areas. But this truth
seems trivial precisely because what I cannot predict of myself others may
well be able to predict about me. My own future from my point of view
may be representable only as a set of ramifying alternatives with each node
in the branching system representing a point of as yet unmade decision-
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making. But from the point of view of an adequately informed observer
provided both with the relevant data about me and the relevant stock of
generalizations concerning people of my type, my future, so it seems, may
be representable as an entirely determinable set of stages. Yer a difficulty
at once arises. For this observer who is able to predict what I cannot is
of course unable to predict his own future in just the way that I am unable
to predict mine; and one of the features which he will be unable to predict,
since it depends in substantial part upon decisions as yet unmade by him,
is how far his actions will impact upon and change the decisions made by
others—both what alternatives they will choose and what sets of alter-
natives will be offered to them for choice. Now among those others is me.
It follows that insofar as the observer cannot predict the impact of his
future actions on my future decision-making, he cannot predict my future
actions any more than he can his own; and this clearly holds for all agents
and all observers. The unpredictability of my future by me does indeed
generate an inportant degree of unpredictability as such.

Someone of course might challenge one premise of my argument, what
I described as the apparently trivial truth that where my future actions de-
pend on the outcome of decisions as yet unmade by me I cannot predict
those actions. Consider a possible counter-example. I am a chess-player and
so is my identical twin. I know from experience that in end-games, given
the same situation on the board, we always make the same moves. [ am
puzzling over whether to move my knight or my bishop in an end-game
situation when someone says to me, ‘Yesterday your brother was in the
same situation.’ I can now predict that I will make the same move that my
brother made. So surely here is a case of my being able to predict a future
action of mine which depends upon an as yet unmade decision. But what
is crucial is that I can only predict my action under the description ‘the
same move as that which my brother made yesterday’ but not under either
of the descriptions ‘move the knight’ or ‘move the bishop’. What this
counter-example leads to therefore is a reformulation of the premise: I can-
not predict my own future actions so far as these depend upon decisions
as yet unmade by me—under the descriptions which characterize the alter-
natives defining the decision. And the premise thus reworded yields the
corresponding conclusion about unpredictability as such.

Another way of putting the same point would be to note that omni-
science excludes the making of decisions. If God knows everything that
will occur, he confronts no as yet unmade decision. He has a single will
(Summa Contra Gentiles, cap. LXXIX, Quod Deus Vult Etiam Ea Quae Non-
dum Sumt). It is precisely insofar as we differ from God that unpredictabil-
ity invades our lives. This way of putting the point has one particular
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merit: it suggests precisely what project those who seek to eliminate un-
predictability from the social world or to deny it may in fact be engaging
in.

A third source of systematic unpredictability arises from the game-
theoretic character of social life. To some theorists in political science the
formal structures of game theory have served to provide a possible basis
for explanatory and predictive theory incorporating law-like generaliza-
tions. Take the formal structure of an n-person game, identify the relevant
interests of the players in some empirical situation and we shall at the very
least be able to predict what alliances and coalitions a fully rational player
will enter into and, at a perhaps Utopian most, the pressures upon and the
subsequent behavior of not fully rational players. This recipe and its
criticism have inspired some notable work (especially that of William H.
Riker). But the large hope that it embodied in its original optimistic form
seems to be illusory. Consider three types of obstacle to the transfer of the
formal structures of game theory to the interpretation of actual social and
political situations.

The first concerns the indefinite reflexivity of game-theoretic situations.
I am trying to predict what move you will make; in order to predict this
I must predict what you will predict as to what move I will make; and in
order to predict this I must predict what you will predict about what I will
predict about what you will predict . . . and so on. At each stage each of
us will simultaneously be trying to render himself or herself unpredictable
by the other; and each of us will also be relying on the knowledge that
the other will be trying to make himself or herself unpredictable in forming
his or her own predictions. Here the formal structures of the situation can
never be an adequate guide. A knowledge of them may be necessary, but
even a knowledge of them backed by a knowledge of each player’s interest
cannot tell us what the simultaneous attempt to render others predictable
and oneself unpredictable will produce.

This first type of obstacle may not by itself be insuperable. The chances
that it will be are however heightened by the existence of a second type
of obstacle. Game-theoretic situations are characteristically situations of
imperfect knowledge, and this is no accident. For it is a major interest of
each actor to maximize the imperfection of the information of certain
other actors at the same time as he improves his own. Moreover a condi-
tion of success at misinforming other actors is likely to be the successful
production of false impressions in external observers too. This leads to an
interesting inversion of Collingwood's odd thesis that we can only hope
to understand the actions of the victorious and the successful, while those
of the defeated must remain opaque to us. But if I am right the conditions
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I can make nothing of the proposal. I cannot render it adequately intelligi—
ble either to assent to it or dissent from it.

Given then thart there are these unpredictable elements in social life, it
is crucial to notice their intimate relationship to the predictable elements.
What are the predictable elements? They are of at least four kinds. The
first arises from the necessity of scheduling and coordinating our social ac-
tions. In every culture most people most of the time structure their ac-
uvities in terms of some notion of a normal day. They get up at roughly
the same time each day, dress and wash or fail to wash, eat meals at set
umes, go to work and return from work at set times and so on. Those
who prepare the food have to be able to expect those who eat to appear
in particular times and particular places; the secretary who picks up the
telephone in one office has to be able to expect the secretary in another
office to answer it; the bus and train must meet the travellers at prear-
ranged points. We all have a great deal of tacit, unspelled-out knowledge
of the predictable expectations of others as well as a large stock of ex-
plicitly-stored information. Thomas Schelling in a famous experiment told
a group of a hundred subjects that they had the task of meeting an un-
known person in Manhattan on a given date. The only other fact they
knew about the unknown person was that he knew everything that they
knew. What they had to supply was the time and place for the encounter.
More than eighty of them selected the spot under the large clock in the
Concourse of Grand Central Station at twelve noon; and precisely because
over eighty per cent gave this answer it is the right answer. What Schell-
ing's experiment suggests is that we all know more about what other peo-
ple's expectations about our expectations are—and vice versa—than we
usually recognize.

A second source of systematic predictability in human behavior arises
from statistical regularities. We know that we all tend to catch more colds
in winter, that the suicide rate rises sharply around Christmas, that
multiplying the number of qualified scientists at work on a well-defined
problem increases the probability that it will be solved sooner rather than
later, that Irishmen are more likely than Danes to be mentally ill, that the
best indicator of how a man will vote in Britain is how his best friend
votes, that your wife or husband is more likely to murder you than a
criminal stranger, and that everything in Texas tends to be bigger including
the homicide rates. What is interesting about this knowledge is its relative
independence of causal knowledge.

No one knows the causes of some of these phenomena and about others
many of us actually have false causal beliefs. Just as unpredictability does
not entail inexplicability, so predictability does not entail explicability.
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Knowledge of statistical regularities plays as important a part in our
elaboration and carrying out of plans and projects as does knowledge of
scheduling and coordinated expectations. Lacking either we would not be
able to make rational choices between alternative plans in terms of their
chances of success and failure. This is also true of the two other sources
of predictability in social life. The first of these is the knowledge of the
causal regularities of nature: snowstorms, earthquakes, plague bacilli,
height, malnutrition and the properties of protein all place constraints on
human possibility. The second is the knowledge of causal regularities in
social life. Although the status of the generalizations which express such
knowledge is in fact the object of my enquiry, that there are such
generalizations and that they do have some predictive power is after all
quite clear. An example to add to the fourth that I gave earlier would be
the generalization that in societies such as Britain and Germany in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries by and large one’s place in the class
structure determined one’s educational opportunities. Here I am talking
about genuine causal knowledge and not mere knowledge of statistical
regularity.

We now are at last in a position to approach the question of the rela-
tionship of predictability to unpredictability in social life with a view to
casting some positive light on the status of the generalizations of the social
sciences. It is at once clear that many of the central features of human life
derive from the particular and peculiar ways in which predictability and
unpredictability interlock. It is the degree of predictability which our social
structures possess which enables us to plan and engage in long-term proj-
ects; and the ability to plan and to engage in long-term projects is a nec-
essary condition of being able to find life meaningful. A life lived from
moment to moment, from episode to episode, unconnected by threads of
large-scale intention, would lack the basis for many characteristically hu-
man institutions: marriage, war, the remembrance of the lives of the dead,
the carrying on of families, cities and services through generations and so
on. But the pervasive unpredictability in human life also renders all our
plans and projects permanently vulnerable and fragile.

Vulnerability and fragility have other sources too of course, among
them the character of the material environment and our ignorance. But the
thinkers of the Enlightenment and their nineteenth- and twentieth-century
heirs saw these as the sole or at any rate the main sources of vulnerability
and fragility. The Marxists added economic competitiveness and ideologi-
cal blindness. All of them wrote as though fragility and vulnerability could
be overcome in some progressive future. And it is now possible to identify
the link between this belief and their philosophy of science. The latter with
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sions of will, my morality can only be what my will creates. There can
be no place for such fictions as natural rights, utility, the greatest happiness
of the greatest number. I myself must now bring into existence ‘new tables
of what is good’. ‘We, however, want to become those we are—human beings
who are new, unique, incomparable, who give themselves laws, who create
themselves’ (p. 266). The rational and rationally justified autonomous moral
subject of the eighteenth century is a fiction, an illusion; so, Nietzsche re-
solves, let will replace reason and let us make ourselves into autonomous
moral subjects by some gigantic and heroic act of the will, an act of the
will that by its quality may remind us of that archaic aristocratic self-
assertiveness which preceded what Nietzsche took to be the disaster of
slave-morality and which by its effectiveness may be the prophetic pre-
cursor of a new era. The problem then is how to construct in an entirely
original way, how to invent a new table of what is good and a law, a prob-
lem which arises for each individual. This problem would constitute the
core of a Nietzschean moral philosophy. For it is in his relentlessly serious
pursuit of the problem, not in his frivolous solutions that Nietzsche's great-
ness lies, the greatness that makes him the moral philosopher if the only
alternatives to Nietzsche's moral philosophy turn out to be those formu-
lated by the philosophers of the Enlightenment and their successors.

In another way too Nietzsche is the moral philosopher of the present
age. For I have already argued that the present age is in its presentation
of itself to itself dominantly Weberian; and I have also noticed that Nietz-
sche’s central thesis was presupposed by Weber's central categories of
thought. Hence Nietzsche’s prophetic irrationalism — irrationalism because
Nietzsche’s problems remain unsolved and his solutions defy reason—
remains immanent in the Weberian managerial forms of our culture.
Whenever those immersed in the bureaucratic culture of the age try to
think their way through to the moral foundations of what they are and
what they do, they will discover suppressed Nietzschean premises. And
consequently it is possible to predict with confidence that in the apparenty
quite unlikely contexts of bureaucratically managed modern societies there
will periodically emerge social movements informed by just that kind of
prophetic irrationalism of which Nietzsche's thought is the ancestor. In-
deed just because and insofar as contemporary Marxism is Weberian in
substance we can expect prophetic irrationalisms of the Left as well as of
the Right. So it was with much student radicalism of the sixties. (For
theoretical versions of this Left Nietzscheanism see both the papers by
Kathryn Pyne Parsons and Tracy Strong in Solomon 1973, and Miller
1979).

So Weber and Nietzsche together provide us with the key theoretical
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articulations of the contemporary social order; but what they delineate so
clearly are the large-scale and dominant features of the modern social land-
scape. Just because they are so very effective in this regard, they may be
of little help in deciphering the small-scale counterparts of those features
in the mundane transactions of everyday life. Fortunately, as I noticed
earlier, we already have a sociology of everyday life which is the precise
counterpart of the thought of Weber and Nietzsche, the sociology of in-
teraction elaborated by Erving Goffman.

The central contrast embodied in Goffman’s sociology is precisely the
same as that embodied in emotivism. It is the contrast between the pur-
ported meaning and point of our utterances and the use to which they
are actually being put, between the surface presentations of behavior and
the strategies used to achieve those presentations. The unit of analysis in
Goffman’s accounts is always the individual role-player striving to effect
his will within a role-structured situation. The goal of the Goffmanesque
role-player is effectiveness and success in Goffman’s social universe is noth-
ing but what passes for success. There is nothing else for it to be. For
Goffman’s world is empty of objective standards of achievement; it is so
defined that there is no cultural or social space from which appeal to such
standards could be made. Standards are established though and in inter-
action itself; and moral standards seem to have the function only of sus-
taining types of interaction that may always be menaced by over-expansive
individuals. ‘During any conversation, standards are established as to how
much the individual is to allow himself to be carried away by the talk,
how thoroughly he is to permit himself to be caught up in it. He will be
obliged to prevent himself from becoming so swollen with feelings and a
readiness to act that he threatens the bounds regarding affect that have
been established for him in the interaction. . . . When the individual does
become over-involved in the topic of conversation, and gives others the im-
pression that he does not have a necessary measure of self-control over his
feelings and actions . . . then the others are likely to be drawn from involve-
ment in the talk to an involvement in the talker. What is one man's over-
eagerness will become another man’s alienation . . . a readiness to become
over-involved is a form of tyranny practiced by children, prima donnas, and
lords of all kinds, who momentarily put their own feelings above the moral
rules that ought to have made society safe for interaction’ (Interaction Ritual
1972, pp. 122-3).

Because success is whatever passes for success, it is in the regard of
others that I prosper or fail to prosper; hence the importance of presenta-
tion as a—perhaps the central—theme. Goffman’s social world is one of
which a thesis that Aristotle in the Nicomachean Etbics considers only to
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historical sequel to the rejection of the Aristotelian tradition. And thus the
key question does indeed become: can Aristotle’s ethics, or something very
like it, after all be vindicated?

It is an understatement to call this a large and complex question. For
the issues which divide Aristotle and Nietzsche are of a number of very
different kinds. At the level of philosophical theory there are questions in
politics and in philosophical psychology as well as in moral theory; and
what confront each other are not in any case merely two theories, but
the theoretical specification of two different ways of life. The role of
Aristotelianism in my argument is not entirely due to its historical impor-
tance. In the ancient and medieval worlds it was always in conflict with
other standpoints, and the various ways of life of which it took itself to
be the best theoretical interpreter had other sophisticated theoretical pro-
tagonists. It is true that no doctrine vindicated itself in so wide a variety
of contexts as did Aristotelianism: Greek, Islamic, Jewish and Christian;
and that when modernity made its assaults on an older world its most
perceptive exponents understood that it was Aristotelianism that had to be
overthrown. But all these historical truths, crucial as they are, are unimpor-
tant compared with the fact that Aristotelianism is philosopbically the most
powerful of pre-modern modes of moral thought. If a premodern view of
morals and politics is to be vindicated against modernity, it will be in
something like Aristotelian terms or not at all.

What then the conjunction of philosophical and historical argument
reveals is that eitber one must follow through the aspirations and the col-
lapse of the different versions of the Enlightenment project until there re-
mains only the Nietzschean diagnosis and the Nietzschean problematic or
one must hold that the Enlightenment project was not only mistaken, but
should never have been commenced in the first place. There is no third
alternative and more particularly there is no alternative provided by those .
thinkers at the heart of the contemporary conventional curriculum in
moral philosophy, Hume, Kant and Mill. It is no wonder that the teaching
of ethics is so often destructive and skeptical in its effects upon the minds
of those taught.

But which ought we to choose? And bow ought we to choose? It is yet
another of Nietzsche’s merits that he joins to his critique of Enlightenment
moralities a sense of their failure to address adequately, let alone to answer
the question: what sort of person am I to become? This is in a way an in-
escapable question in that an answer to it is given in practice in each human
life. But for characteristically modern moralities it is a question to be ap-
proached only by indirection. The primary question from their standpoint
has concerned rules: what rules ought we to follow? And why ought we
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to obey them? And that this has been the primary question is unsurprising
when we recall the consequences of the expulsion of Aristotelian teleology
from the moral world. Ronald Dworkin has recently argued that the cen-
tral doctrine of modern liberalism is the thesis that questions about the good
life for man or the ends of human life are to be regarded from the public
standpoint as systematically unsettlable. On these individuals are free to
agree or to disagree. The rules of morality and law hence are not to be
derived from or justified in terms of some more fundamental conception
of the good for man. In arguing thus Dworkin has, I believe, identified a
stance characteristic not just of liberalism, but of modernity. Rules become
the primary concept of the moral life. Qualities of character then generally
come to be prized only because they will lead us to follow the right set
of rules. “The virtues are sentiments, that is, related families of dispositions
and propensities regulated by a higher-order desire, in this case a desire to
act from the corresponding moral principles’, asserts John Rawls, one of
the latest moral philosophers of modernity (1971, p. 192) and elsewhere
he defines ‘the fundamental moral virtues’ as ‘strong and normally effective
desires to act on the basic principles of right ’ (p. 436).

Hence on the modern view the justification of the virtues depends upon
some prior justification of rules and principles; and if the latter become
radically problematic, as they have, so also must the former. Suppose how-
ever that in articulating the problems of morality the ordering of evaluatve
concepts has been misconceived by the spokesmen of modernity and more
particularly of liberalism; suppose that we need to attend to virtues in the
first place in order to understand the function and authority of rules; we
ought then to begin the enquiry in the quite different way from that in
which it is begun by Hume or Diderot or Kant or Mill. On this interest-
ingly Nietzsche and Aristotle agree.

Moreover it is clear that if we are to make a new start to the enquiry
in order to put Aristotelianism to the question all over again, it will be
necessary to consider Aristotle’s own moral philosophy not merely as it is
expressed in key texts in his own writings, but as an attempt to inherit and
to sum up a good deal that had gone before and in turn as a source of
stimulus to much later thought. It will be necessary, that is, to write a short
history of conceptions of the virtues in which Aristotle provides a central
point of focus, but which yield the resources of a whole tradition of acting,
thinking and discourse of which Aristotle’s is only a part, a tradition of
which I spoke earlier as ‘the classical tradition’ and whose view of man I
called ‘the classical view of man’. To this task I now turn, and its starting-
point provides by what is perhaps too fortunate to be coincidence an initial
test case for deciding the issue between Nietzsche and Aristotle. For Niet-
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cend all relationship to the past. But is such transcendence possible? We
are, whether we acknowledge it or not, what the past has made us and
we cannot eradicate from ourselves, even in America, those parts of our-
selves which are formed by our relationship to each formative stage in our
history. If this is so, then even heroic society is still inescapably a part of
us all, and we are narrating a history that is peculiarly our own bistory when
we recount its past in the formation of our moral culture.

Any attempt to write this history will necessarily encounter Marx's
claim that the reason why Greek epic poetry has the power over us which
it still retains derives from the fact that the Greeks stand to civilized moder-
nity as the child to the adult. That is one way of conceiving the relation-
ship of the past to the present. Whether it is a way in which justice can
be done to the relationship between ourselves and the Iliad is a question
which could only be answered if we had enquired into the intervening
stages of social and moral order which at once separate us from and con-
nect us to the world in which the Iliad was rooted. Those intervening
stages will put to the question two central beliefs of the heroic age. They
will force us to ask in the context of forms of complexity quite alien to
heroic society whether it can remain true that a human life as a whole can
be envisaged as a victory or a defeat and what winning and losing really
consist in and amount to. And they will press upon us the question as to
whether the narrative forms of the heroic age are not mere childlike story-
telling, so that moral discourse while it may use fables and parables as aids
to the halting moral imagination ought in its serious adult moments to
abandon the narrative mode for a more discursive style and genre.




11

The Virtues at Athens

Heroic societies, as they are represented by the Homeric poems or the
Icelandic or Irish sagas may or may not have existed; but the belief that
they had existed was crucial to those classical and Christian societies which
understood themselves as having emerged from the conflicts of heroic
society and which defined their own standpoint partially in terms of that
emergence. No fifth-century Athenian could behave just as Agamemnon
or Achilles behaved. No thirteenth-century Icelander could have behaved
quite like the men of the tenth century. The monks at Clonmacnoise were
very different from Conchobor or Cichulainn. Yet the heroic literature
provided a central part of the moral scriptures of those later societies; and
it 1s from the difficulties involved in relating those scriptures to actual prac-
tice that many of the key moral characteristics of the later societies arise.

In many of Plato’s earlier dialogues Socrates interrogates one or more
Athenians as to the nature of some virtue—courage in the Lachés, piety in
the Eutbypbro, justice in Republic I—in such a way as to convict the other
of inconsistency. The casual modern reader might easily suppose at first
that Plato is contrasting Socrates’ rigor with the carelessness of the ordi-
nary Athenian; but as the pattern recurs again and again, another inter-
pretation suggests itself, namely that Plato is pointing to a general state of
incoherence in the use of evaluative language in Athenian culture. When
Plato in the Republic produces his own coherent well-integrated account
of the virtues, part of his strategy is to expel the Homeric inheritance from
the city-state. One starting point for an enquiry into the virtues in classical
society would be to establish a connection between some of the basic in-
coherences in classical society and the Homeric background. But the task
turns out to have been already accomplished, most notably perhaps by
Sophocles in the Philoctétés.

Odysseus has been sent on a mission with Neoptolemus, the son of
Achilles, to secure Philoctetes’ magical bow to aid in the taking of Troy.
Odysseus behaves in the play according to precisely the same canons which
govern his behavior in the Odyssey. He does good to his friends, harm to
his foes (thus satisfying one of the definitions of justice which Plato rejects
at the beginning of the Republic). If he cannot get the aid of the bow by
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of the content of much epic and dramatic poetry. But he is also deeply
committed to the view that both within the city and within the person vir-
tue cannot be in conflict with virtue. There cannot be rival goods at war
with each other. Yet it is just what Plato takes to be impossible which
makes tragic drama possible.

Tragic drama had very early explored the conflicts that could arise
within a post-Homeric framework. Aeschylus relied on the contradictory
imperatives of kinship loyalties and the equally contradictory imperatives
of the theology that sustained kinship. But it is Sophocles who systemati-
cally explores rival allegiances to incompatible goods, especially in the An-
tigone and the Philoctétés, in a way that raises a key and a complex set of
questions about the virtues. It seems to be clear that there can be rival con-
ceptions of the virtues, rival accounts of what a virtue is. And it seems to
be equally clear that there can be disputes over whether a particular quality
is to be accounted a virtue or a vice. But it might of course be argued that
in all such disagreements at least one party to the argument is simply mis-
taken and that we can rationally sette all such disputes and arrive at a
single rationally justifiable account of and list of the virtues. Suppose in-
deed for the moment that this were so. Could it then be the case that in
certain circumstances at least the possession of one virtue might exclude
the possession of some other? Could one virtue be temporarily at least at
war with another? And both qualities genuinely be accounted virtues? Can
the exercise of the virtue of doing what is required of a sister (Antigone)
or a friend (Odysseus) be at odds with the exercise of the virtues of justice
(Creon) or of compassion and truthfulness (Neoptolemus)? We inherit two
systematic sets of answers to such questions.

The ancestor of one of these sets of answers is Plato, for whom as we
have seen the virtues are not merely compatible with each other, but the
presence of each requires the presence of all. This strong thesis concerning
the unity of the virtues is reiterated both by Aristotle and by Aquinas, even
though they differ from Plato—and from each other—in a number of im-
portant ways. The presupposition which all three share is that there exists
a cosmic order which dictates the place of each virtue in a total har-
monious scheme of human life. Truth in the moral sphere consists in the
conformity of moral judgment to the order of this scheme.

There is a sharply contrasting modern tradition which holds that the
variety and heterogeneity of human goods is such that their pursuit cannot
be reconciled in any single moral order and that consequently any social
order which either attempts such a reconciliation or which enforces the
hegemony of one set of goods over all other is bound to turn into a strait-
jacket and very probably a totalitarian straitjacket for the human condi-
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tion. This is a view which Sir Isaiah Berlin has urged upon us strenuously,
and its ancestry, as we noted earlier, is in Weber's writings. I take it that
this view entails a heterogeneity of the virtues as well as of goods in general
and that choice between rival claims in respect of the virtues has the same
central place in the moral life for such theorists that choice between goods
in general does. And where judgments express choices of this kind, we can-
not characterize them as either true or false.

The interest of Sophocles lies in his presentation of a view equally dif-
ficult for a Platonist or a Weberian to accept. There are indeed crucial con-
flicts in which different virtues appear as making rival and incompatible
claims upon us. But our situation is tragic in that we have to recognize the
authority of both claims. There is an objective moral order, but our per-
ceptions of it are such that we cannot bring rival moral truths into com-
plete harmony with each other and yet the acknowledgment of the moral
order and of moral truth makes the kind of choice which a Weber or a
Berlin urges upon us out of the question. For to choose does not exempt
me from the authority of the claim which I chose to go against.

In the conflicts of Sophoclean tragedy therefore the attempt at resolu-
tion unsurprisingly invokes an appeal to and a verdict by some god. But
the divine verdict always ends rather than resolves the conflict. It leaves
unbridged the gap between the acknowledgment of authority, of a cosmic
order and of the claims to truth involved in the recognition of the virtues
on the one hand and our particular perceptions and judgments in particular
situations on the other. It is worth recalling that this aspect of the
Sophoclean view is only part of his account of the virtues, an account
which has two other central characteristics which I have already noted.

The first is that the moral protagonist stands in a relationship to his
community and his social roles which is neither the same as that of the
epic hero nor again the same as that of modern individualism. For like the
epic hero the Sophoclean protagonist would be nothing without his or her
place in the social order, in the family, the city, the army at Troy. He or
she is what society takes him to be. But he or she is not only what society
takes him or her to be; he or she both belongs to a place in the social order
and transcends it. And he or she does so precisely by encountering and
acknowledging the kind of conflict which I have just identified.

Secondly the life of the Sophoclean protagonist has its own specific nar-
rative form just as that of the epic hero had. I am not here making the
trivial and obvious point that Sophoclean protagonists are characters in
plays; I am rather ascribing to Sophocles a belief analogous to that which
Anne Righter (1962) has ascribed to Shakespeare: that he portrayed
human life in dramatic narratives because he took it that human life
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asked this question both of the polis and of the individual agent, he would
have had an additional resource for understanding the teleological char-
acter of both the virtues and the social forms which provide them with a
context. For it was Anderson’s insight—a Sophoclean insight—that it is
through conflict and sometimes only through conflict that we learn what
our ends and purposes are.




13

Medieval Aspects and Occasions

We therefore turn to later writers in the Aristotelian tradition with a set
of already formulated questions. But before we pose these questions to cer-
tain medieval writers, it is important to make two initial remarks. The first
is to underline the fact that the tradition of thinking about the virtues
which I am trying to delineate is not to be confused with that narrower
tradition of Aristotelianism which consists simply in commentary upon
and exegesis of Aristotle’s texts. When [ first spoke of the tradition with
which I am concerned in Chapter §, I used the equally misleading expres-
sion, ‘classical morality’, equally misleading since ‘classical’ is too wide, just
as ‘Aristotelian’ is too narrow. But although the tradition is not easy to
name, it is not too difficult to recognize. After Aristotle, it always uses the
Nicomachean Etbics and the Politics as key texts, when it can, but it never
surrenders itself wholly to Aristotle. For it is a tradition which always sets
uself in a relationship of dialogue with Aristotle, rather than in any rela-
tionship of simple assent.

When eighteen or nineteen hundred years after Aristotle the modern
world came systematically to repudiate the classical view of human
nature—and with it in the end a great deal that had been central to
morality—it did repudiate it very precisely as Aristotelianism. ‘That buf-
foon who has misled the church’ said Luther of Aristotle, setting the tone;
and when Hobbes explained the Reformation he saw it as partly due to
‘the fayling of Vertue in the Pastors’, but partly ‘from bringing of the
Philosophy, and doctrine of Aristotle into Religion’ (Leviathan, 1, 12). In
fact of course—and this is the second injtial remark that needs to be
made—the medieval world encountered Aristotle relatively late and even
Aquinas encountered him only in translation; and when it did encounter
him, what he provided was at best a partial solution to a medieval problem
which had already been stated time and again. That problem was how to
educate and civilize human nature in a culture in which human life was
in danger of being torn apart by the conflict of too many ideals, too many
ways of life.

Of all the mythological ways of thinking which have disguised the mid-
dle ages for us none is more misleading than that which portrays a unified
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and monolithic Christian culture and this not just because the medieval
achievement was also Jewish and Islamic. Medieval culture, insofar as it
was a unity at all, was a fragile and complex balance of a variety of dis-
parate and conflicting elements. To understand the place of the theory and
practice of the virtues within it, it is necessary to recognize a number of
different and conflicting strands in medieval culture, each of which im-
posed its own strains and tensions on the whole.

The first is that which derives from the fact that in a multiplicity of
ways medieval society had only just made its own transition out of what
I earlier called heroic society. Germans, Anglo-Saxons, Norwegians, Ice-
landers, Irishmen and Welshmen all had a pre-Christian past to remember,
and many of their social forms and much of their poetry and story em-
bodied those pasts. Often both forms and stories were Christianized so that
the pagan warrior-king could emerge as the Christian knight, remarkably
unchanged. Often Christian and pagan elements coexisted in varying de-
grees of compromise and tension, much as Homeric values coexisted with
those of the city-state in the fifth century. In one part of Europe it was
the Icelandic sagas which came to play much the same role as that of the
Homeric poems, in another it was the Tain Bé Cuailnge and the tales of
the Fianna, in a third the already Chnistianized Arthurian cyde. So the
memory of heroic society is present in the tradition which I am identifying
twice over: once as the background to fifth- and fourth-century Athenian
society and once again in the background to the high middle ages. It is this
double presence which makes the moral standpoint of heroic society a
necessary starting-point for moral reflection within the tradition with
which we are concerned. So the medieval order cannot reject the heroic
table of the virtues. Loyalty to family and to friends, the courage required
to sustain the household or a mlhtary expedition and a piety which accepts
the moral limits and 1mposmons of the cosmic order are central virtues,
partially defined in terms of institutions such as the code of revenge in the
sagas.

In early medieval Germanic law, for example, murder is a crime only
when it is the secret killing of an unidentified person. When a known per-
son kills another known person, not the criminal law but revenge by a
kinsman is regarded as the appropriate response. And this distincition be-
tween two classes of killing seems to survive in England as late as the reign
of Edward I. Nor is this merely a point about law, as contrasted with
morals. The moralization of mediaval society lies precisely in creating
general categories of right and wrong and general modes of understanding
right and wrong—and out of them a code of law — which could replace the
particular bonds and fractures of an older paganism. Viewed retrospec-
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uively, trial by ordeal seems to many modern writers superstitious; but
when trial by ordeal was first introduced, its function too was precisely to
place in a public and cosmic context in a quite new way the wrongs of
private and local life.

When therefore in the twelfth century the question of the relationship
of pagan to Christian virtues is explicitly posed by theologians and
philosophers, it is much more than a theoretical question. It was indeed
the rediscovery of classical texts, and of a strange assortment of classical
texts— Macrobius, Cicero, Virgil—which first occasioned the theoretical
problem. But the paganism with which scholars such as John of Salisbury
and Peter Abelard or William of Conches wrestled was partly within
themselves and their own society, even if in a form quite other than that
of the ancient world. Moreover the solutions which they propounded had
to be translated into a curriculum not only for the schools of cathedral
chapters or of regular canons, but also in turn for universities. Some of
them even became the schoolmasters of the powerful: Thomas Becket
studied at Paris while Abelard was teaching and William of Conches was
the tutor of England's Henry II. It may have been William of Conches
who wrote the Moralium Dogma Philosapborum, a textbook which owed
most to Cicero’s De Officiis, but a great deal to other classical writers.

This acceptance of the classical tradition, even in so partially and frag-
mentarily recovered a form, was a course completely at variance with one
type of Christian teaching, influential to varying degrees throughout the
middle ages, which dismissed all pagan teaching as the devil's work and
sought to find in the Bible an all-sufficient guide. Luther indeed was the
heir of this medieval tradition. But its negative dismissals left the problem
of the shape of a Christian life in the twelfth-century world, or in any
other specific social world, insoluble. That problem is one of translating
the Bible’s message into a particular and detailed set of discriminations
among contemporary alternatives and for that task one needs types of con-
cepts and types of enquiry not made available by the Bible itself. There
are of course times and places when what the contemporary secular world
offers merits only complete rejection, the kind of rejection with which
Jewish and Christian communities under the Roman Empire had to con-
front the demand that they worship the Emperor. These are the moments
of martyrdom. But for long periods of Christian history this total either/or
is not the choice with which the world confronts the church; it is not how
to die as a martyr but how to relate to the forms of daily life that the Chris-
tian has to learn. For the writers of the twelfth century this question is
posed in terms of the virtues. How is the practice of the four cardinal vir-
tues of justice, prudence, temperance and courage to be related to that



















































































































































216 After Virtue

towards which we are either moving or failing to move in the present. Un-
predictability and teleology therefore coexist as part of our lives; like char-
acters in a fictional narrative we do not know what will happen next, but
nonetheless our lives have a certain form which projects itself towards our
future. Thus the narratives which we live out have both an unpredictable
and a partially teleological character. If the narrative of our individual and
social lives is to continue intelligibly —and either type of narrative may
lapse into unintelligibility —it is always both the case that there are con-
straints on how the story can continue gnd that within those constraints
there are indefinitely many ways that it can continue.

A central thesis then begins to emerge: man is in his actions and prac-
tice, as well as in his fictions, essentially a story-telling animal. He is not
essentially, but becomes through his history, a teller of stories that aspire
to truth. But the key question for men is not about their own authorship;
I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?' if I can answer the prior
question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’ We enter human
society, that is, with one or more imputed characters—roles into which we
have been drafted—and we have to learn what they are in order to be able
to understand how others respond to us and how our responses to them
are apt to be construed. It is through hearing stories about wicked step-
mothers, lost children, good but misguided kings, wolves that suckle twin
boys, youngest sons who receive no inheritance but must make their own
way in the world and eldest sons who waste their inheritance on riotous
living and go into exile to live with the swine, that children learn or mis-
learn both what a child and what a parent is, what the cast of characters
may be in the drama into which they have been born and what the ways
of the world are. Deprive children of stories and you leave them un-
scripted, anxious stutterers in their actions as in their words. Hence there
is no way to give us an understanding of any society, including our own,
except through the stock of stories which constitute its initial dramatic
resources. Mythology, in its original sense, is at the heart of things. Vico
was right and so was Joyce. And so too of course is that moral tradition
from heroic society to its medieval heirs according to which the telling of
stories has a key part in educating us into the virtues.

I suggested earlier that ‘an’ action is always an episode in a possible
history: I would now like to make a related suggestion about another con-
cept, that of personal identity. Derek Parfit and others have recently drawn
our attention to the contrast between the criteria of strict identity, which
is an all-or-nothing matter (either the Tichborne claimant is the last
Tichborne heir or he is not; eitber all the properties of the last heir belong
to the claimant or the claimant is not the heir— Leibniz's Law applies) and
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the psychological continuities of personality which are a matter of more
or less. (Am I the same man at fifty as I was at forty in respect of memory,
intellectual powers, critical responses? More or less.) But what is crucial to
human beings as characters in enacted narratives is that, possessing only
the resources of psychological continuity, we have to be able to respond
to the imputation of strict identity. I am forever whatever I have been at
any time for others—and I may at any time be called upon to answer for
it—no matter how changed I may be now. There is no way of founding
my identity —or lack of it—on the psychological continuity or discontinu-
ity of the self. The self inhabits a character whose unity is given as the
unity of a character. Once again there is a crucial disagreement with em-
piricist or analytical philosophers on the one hand and with existentialists
on the other.

Empiricists, such as Locke or Hume, tried to give an account of per-
sonal identity solely in terms of psychological states or events. Analytical
philosophers, in so many ways their heirs as well as their critics, have
wrestled with the connection between those states and events and strict
identity understood in terms of Leibniz's Law. Both have failed to see that
a background has been omitted, the lack of which makes the problems in-
soluble. That background is provided by the concept of a story and of that
kind of unity of character which a story requires. Just as a history is not
a sequence of actions, but the concept of an action is that of a moment
in an actual or possible history abstracted for some purpose from that
history, so the characters in a history are not a collection of persons, but
the concept of a person is that of a character abstracted from a history.

What the narrative concept of selthood requires is thus twofold. On the
one hand, I am what I may justifiably be taken by others to be in the
course of living out a story that runs from my birth to my death; [ am
the subject of a history that is my own and no one else’s, that has its own
peculiar meaning. When someone complains—as do some of those who
attempt or commit suicide—that his or her life is meaningless, he or she
is often and perhaps characteristically complaining that the narrative of
their life has become unintelligible to them, that it lacks any point, any
movement towards a climax or a telos. Hence the pont of doing any one
thing rather than another at crucial junctures in their lives seems to such
person to have been lost.

To be the subject of a narrative that runs from one’s birth to one's death
is, I remarked earlier, to be accountable for the actions and experiences
which compose a narratable life. It is, that is, to be open to being asked
to give a certain kind of account of what one did or what happened to
one or what one witnessed at any earlier point in one’s life than the time
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