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Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge our feet downward through the mud
and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and tradition, and delusion, and appearance,
that alluvion which covers the globe, . . . through poetry and philosophy and
religion, till we come to a hard bottom and rocks in place, which we can call
reality, and say, This is, and no mistake; and then begin, having a point d’appui

Reading this passage recalls a couple of key passages in Philosophical Investigations:

What has to be accepted, the given, is - so one could say - forms of life (226).

If I have exhausted the justifications I have reached bedrock, and my spade is
turned. Then I am inclined to say: "This is simply what I do." (217).

Wittgenstein notes that at the bottom of justifications, there is something that is
bedrock, something hard enough to turn his spade. Whenever he reaches bedrock, he is
inclined to say - "This is simply what I do."” His reason for reporting his inclination is to
make it clear that whatever he says at that point, after his spade’s turning, is going to be
something he is (only) inclined to say, not something he has to say or even something he
says: If he were to say something, his inclination would be to say "This is simply what I
do." I take Wittgenstein to call this an inclination because he wants to deflect the tendency
most would have to reach bedrock and then to say "QED  as though something had been
proven, or to shout "This is simply what I do" as if it were a challenge. But bedrock is
reached affer "the justifications" have been exhausted. The bedrock proves nothing; it
only provides a place to stop, rough ground on which to walk.

What is at bottom? What is bedrock? I think that the passage from P/ 226 gives the
answer, namely that bedrock is a form of life. As I understand the term “form of life’, it
primarily refers to "something animal” (OC 359), not to some idiosyncratic way of living,
or even to some culture or some culture’s set of practices. A form of life is a particular
type of creature, some kind of living thing.

This is not as arbitrary an assertion as it might seem. As Putnam has rightly pointed
out, 217 is phrased in terms of what "/ have exhausted . . . » what has happened to "my
spade » what "/ am inclined to say . . . " and what "I do."" If bedrock were to be understood
as the practices of a culture, then Wittgenstein’s emphasis on himself would be misplaced.
Noting this about the passage gives rise to a different problem, however. Perhaps
Wittgenstein, by placing the emphasis on himself, is suggesting that his bedrock and
someone else’s might be located at different strata. Again, though, the phrasing of the
passage makes this reading troublesome: Wittgenstein does not say "I have exhausted my
justifications" nor does he assert that the bedrock he reaches is Ais bedrock. The clear route
through the ipsissima verba of the passage then looks to be the one I want to take, the one
that sees Wittgenstein as having struck bottom at his form of life, to have struck bottom
at being human.?
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away: We tend to impute our activities and skills and accomplishments to the tools we
use: We say that "scissors cut," when it is we who do the cutting; we claim that our vehicles
"take us where we want to go,» when it is we who do the driving; we describe books as
"saying something » when it is the author who does the talking; we maintain that words
"have meanings » or refer to things » when it is we who mean things and we who refer to
things. This ability to regard our nature as foreign to us - this "doubleness"; this "standing
beside ourselves in a sane sense" - keeps us from being "wholly involved in Nature » keeps
us from being wholly involved in our nature.

In "Walking » Thoreau describes himself as suffering from this "doubleness™:

But it sometimes happens that I cannot easily shake off the village. The thought
of some work will run in my head and T am not where my body is, - I am out of
my senses. In my walks I would fain return to my senses.

The work of Walden, as I read it, is summed up in these lines. Thoreau’s retreat from
the village to the pond - his walk from one to the other - is an attempt to return to his
senses.* Thoreau’s reparation to the woods can be taken as symbolic of his return to his
body, of his reinhabiting his body. Hence his concern with habitation, with settlements,
becomes his way of provoking concern for occupying the body; it becomes his way of
tempting us into a whole involvement with our nature.

The concern Thoreau wants to provoke is not a fetish for the body, or things bodily,
nor is it a call to glorify, or revel in, the body. Both of these require precisely what Thoreau
wants us to forego - "doubleness." Both require a sort of "separation” from the body, a
holding of it at arm’s length; both require us to take notice of the body. The concern
Thoreau wants to provoke is instead a concern compatible with, perhaps best expressed
in, being unmindful of the body. (Note that this is not the same as neglecting ir ot being
forgetful of it.) What I mean is that Thoreau wants us to return to our senses, to our body,
and to return with a sense of homecoming. Our home is the place where we are at home;
it is the place we can be with no sense of being anywhere. It is the place where we are
comfortable. And the mark of comfortable clothing is my lack of awareness that I am
wearing it. Thus, Thoreau wants to provoke us to concern with the body, to return us to
where it is, to lead us home. Coming to see the body as home is not to pant after it, nor to
glorify it, but rather to settle into it, to become comfortable in it, to eventually let go of
awareness of it; it is to see embodiment as ordinary. (For most of us, the body is too much
or too little with us for embodiment to be seen as ordinary )

X

My dwelling on the body will, I hope, be excused. I did it in order to make clearer
some of the things involved in looking at Walden as I do and also to provide a perspective
from which to consider the passage from Walden that began Section I1. How should that
passage be understood? Like this, I think: What Thoreau calls "a hard bottom" is human
nature. His "point d’appui  the stopping-place, is the type of creature we are.
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destructive consequences. The most profound questions of human nature are those which
relate creative thought to its social and political expression and infrastructures. Whatever
the established social and political structures of a time, there will always be temptation to
insulate them from change (along with one’s position) by means of control over the powers
of innovation. Thus, there is good reason to insist that freedom of thought, and its
expression in speech, are crucial to any viable, human political order, though this requires
renewed elaboration in a technological setting where even the printed word seems under
threat of obsolescence and communication has gone global and electronic. Freedom
canmnot maintain itself easily as something purely internal or spiritual, and there is good
reason to insist that "we must turn to the general human struggle for political, economic,
and religious liberty, for freedom of thought, speech, assemblage and creed, to find
significant reality in the conception of freedom of will" (Dewey 1922, 9). Freedom
requires outer expression, and it obtains a paradigmatic expression in science.

Modern science is a paradigm of undistorted human cognitive efforts and undistorted
communications - science is rational, if anything is. Wherever it is threatened with
censorship or distortions of any sort, social problems will be found brewing beneath the
surface. For the impetus to censor the sciences and other scholarly disciplines arises
primarily from the force of established patterns of thought - and the social and professional
arrangements (including personnel decisions) erected upon such patterns. Just because
there is no final and foolproof definition of good scientific practice and method (the
methods of the sciences draw upon new paradigms of scientific success and thus evolve),
they are ever open to tampering and slanted judgments which take more interest in who
knows whom than in who knows what. Though not prominent, as Russell put it, "the
element of individualism in scientific thought. . . is nevertheless essential” (Russell, 1945,
599)

When an investigator arrives at a new hypothesis or theory, the chief concern is that
the idea seems right. The investigator does not surrender insight to the force of reigning
doctrine, for if he or she did, there would be no venture into new possibilities. Moreover,
the investigator hopes to persuade others by means of rational argumentation, experimen-
tation, and evidence. (Or, in the extreme, to persuade others to accept new forms of
evidence and argumentation.) Those who do otherwise are not practicing science. Though
the forms of evidence and argumentation are variable, scientific practice - culminating in
experiment and prediction - also provides a test of variations. Hence, however much
evidence the history of science may provide regarding "irrationality" within science as
institutionally defined, failing arguments to overcome our conviction of the reality and
efficacy of scientific thought (thus upsetting our conviction of the lack of physical/natural
efficacy in mere social connivance), history will produce no convincing grounds to
question the potentiality of the investigator’s novel insight. Individualism of the mind is
crucial to science.

We retain good grounds for accepting modern science’s self-description as a progres-
sive liberation from prejudice and authority as the final tribunals of belief. It is still the
independent variable in the expansion and correction of knowledge claims, and individu-
ality of mind remains central in the potentialities of the modern world. Thus, we have an
epistemic argument for individuality. It is required for scientific development and a key
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tions for the possibility of knowledge. Moreover, much of human history has been darkly
ruled by this conservativism. We dare not ignore the danger of falling into it.

4. Creativity, Language and Community

A chief contemporary problem of liberalism is apparent conflict with the felt need for
community; moreover this need for community is no phantom of the contemporary social
imagination. It is a consideration forced upon American society, for instance, by the
continual disintegration of our cities and corresponding social isolation of considerable
segments of the population. It is a consideration forced on us by the persistence of racism
and prejudice. America has always been a moral problem seeking a solution; and the sure
sign of this problematic status is our history of slavery and the persistence of poverty and
racial prejudice.

Before turning to these problems, however, I will sketch a conception of moral
community and its relationship to individualism. This conception is modelled on the social
character of language. It involves an epistemic concept of moral community in analogy
with an epistemic conception of the social character of language.

It is a mistake to hold that either language or morality are social because "society”
decides, once and for all, the rules of the respective "games." This I want to designate as
the social-conventional conception. (It embodies a typically rationalist over-idealization
in attenuated form). Just as semantic rules of language evolve in the face of social and
cognitive development, so that definitions may be modified or thrown out and supplanted
by others (cf. Callaway 1981, 64-67, 1985, 51-59 and 1988, 13-15) moral norms are
subject to evolution and development.

More specifically, language is social, because it involves a concern for the beliefs
and knowledge claims of others. Different and even conflicting claims may be mediated
through language, and argumentation mediates this process. A special form of the mistake
involved in the social-conventional conception of language is quite commonly expressed
by over-reverance for conventions of everyday language. Over-reverance for existing
semantic conventions has a special role in this. The point is closely connected with the
decline of "ordinary langunage" philosophy.

Rather than thinking of ordinary language as isolated and insulated from language
developed in specialized spheres of inquiry, e.g. within the natural and social sciences, |
want to emphasize the mediating function of ordinary language. It is the broadest common
forum of a society capable of mediating development of knowledge within specialized
forums and capable of mediating our particular experience. It facilitates the interaction of
individuals and subgroups and their differing contexts of knowledge. Mediation of
differing contexts of knowledge is carried out by means of argumentation, and semantic
rules slowly evolve to reflect conclusions established.

Similarly, according to Dewey, moral values are distinguished from values generally,
not because "society" defines moral norms once and for all, as valid in all possible
circumstances. (This is impossible, since we keep inventing new kinds of situations.)
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capable of pleasure and pain, we can significantly choose in what ways we will experience
them. The capacity for pleasure and pain has its importance as an element of original
buman nature. Of greater importance are the various culturally developed and embellished
derivative motivations. Utilitarianism provides no significant grounds for selecting among
cultural developments of our capacity for pleasure and pain: all preferences count as equal.
To the extent that this conception of value came to dominate liberal thought, it undercut
higher values.

We choose among our pleasures by projecting values and realizing them. When the
values projected depend upon the cooperation of others - as is the case with most basic
values - then the values take on a social and hence moral character. What people value is
a matter of fact, regardless of how difficult it may be to accurately ascertain these facts.
But what is valuable is also a matter of fact - of a more theoretical character - and inquiry
into the latter presupposes answers to questions regarding what people presently value.
Our inquiry on the question of what is valuable (proposed reforms, for instance) presup-
poses original human nature and its cultural elaborations. We ask how realization of these
values may be optimized, given the technological and social means at our disposal and
our overall knowledge of the physical and social world around us.

An optimization may require us to introduce some new values and throw out some
old ones. Thus, Dewey could write in his 1948 Introduction to the enlarged edition of
Reconstruction in Philosophy, of his aim to "carry over into any inquiry into human and
moral subjects the kind of method (the method of observation, theory as hypothesis, and
experimental test) by which understanding of physical nature has been brought to its
present pitch." For Dewey, there is no essential difference with moral inquiry, though the
needed methods or "intelligence" are not something "ready-made" (Dewey 1948, ix).

We invent new forms of inquiry, and neither is there a once-and-for-all valid form
for society. What we will regard as better depends upon a sound social-scientific under-
standing of existing tendencies and social developments, and we need to keep track of
forces tending toward the intensification of destructive competition and deep social and
economic inequalities. For the internal threat to freedoms develops out of these forces.
We should expect such threats to first manifest themselves via social-economic suppres-
sion of critical perspectives and new social-economic formations.

6. Relativism and Value Inquiry

Alternative optimizations may be rendered plausible at a given point in time, calling for
different prunings and developments of existing values. Still, Dewey sees this as not
essentially different from developments in the natural sciences. When dualities arise, we
live with them until further experience provides some resolution. To view them as
unresolvable differences, is inconsistent with fallibilism. Tolerance of difference recom-
mends itself but not an acquiescence in fundamentally "irrational” or "incommensurable"
differences - which would exclude the possibility of criticism. The latter attitude blocks
the road of inquiry. Dualities which arise in accounts of the valuable are a general
reflection of our cognitive capabilities, like pluralities of explanation in science. Acquie-
sence is unalterable dualities, or pluralities of incommensurably different fundamental
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be silly for physics to give up the search for lack of a proof of the possibility of success.
Nor is this conclusion dictated, because the search is only rendered plausible "relative to
the principles and practices" of contemporary physics. It would be no less silly to give up
moral inquiry while awaiting from metaphysics a "proof" that there exists an "absolute"
distinction between better and worse. Proof comes in practice. As in science, the required
practice involves room for innovations, and room for innovations requires critical toler-
ance of alternative proposals and claims: Dewey’s "individuality of the mind."

7. Individualism and Moral Community

The argument for the connection between individuality and moral community seeks to
show that genuine moral community is impossible without individualism. This is not to
deny that moral community is needed to constrain the excesses of individual strivings,
including acquisitiveness and destructive competition, it is crucial to see that similar
excesses are not exclusively the errors of individuals. Historically, groups have been
primarily guilty of them. All tyranny represents excessive expression of collective power
over relatively unempowered individuals. (Though there is a blindness regarding this point
induced by the inclination to blame great social evils upon those at the top (one thinks of
Stalin or Hitler for instance), while forgiving or forgetting all those who cooperated or
merely went along. The typical result of excesses on the part of groups and their leadership
is to destroy or undermine moral community - to render independent judgment impossible.

Genuine moral community must sustain independent individual perspectives and
judgments upon its operations and activities. Where this is not so, the community
degenerates into a small-scale "block-universe." All essential questions are regarded as
already answered and all chief issues are settled by a (more or less self-interested)
conventionalistic-conformist consensus. Strongly ideological conflicts are the precursor
of a single social "block universe."

It is a condition for the existence of genuine moral community that an individual in
moral conflict within society be able to appeal to the independent judgment of various
individuals for support. (This is the idea behind the judicial right to trial by a jury of
"peers.") However, where relevant opinion is subject to manipulation and prejudicial
pre-conceptions, especially as enforced by various forms of centralizing social-economic
dependence, then appeal to independent judgment is pointless. Genuine moral judgment
is no longer exercised where effective overall community opinion is dictated by conform-
ity to reigning orthodoxies collectively enforced.

We do not expect a free and independent press where all economic activities, and
thus all publication, falls under direct government ownership or control. Where the careers
and prospects of editors are subject to governmental whim, we rather expect the public
press to be excessively timid. Suspicions also fall heavily upon newspapers whose supply
of newsprint is subject to administrative whim. This is a less direct but equally effective
means of censorship. Private ownership is a means of empowering independent voices. It
is not that control of the public press by vested interests becomes utterly impossible, but
the problems are more manageable. We come to think of government and business as
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of property and its legal exchange cannot be viewed as immutable - since new forms of
property and market transactions are being invented. These reflections provide room for
much study of how redefinition of legal relations might "canalize" competition into more
constructive forms.

The classical liberal emphasis upon individuals and their rights has a role to play in
contemporary discussions of Dewey and Deweyan liberalism. Thus Westbrook, in his
recent intellectual biography of Dewey, disputes the received wisdom (due in part to
Arthur Schlesinger) that Dewey’s liberalism was effectively criticized by Reinhold
Niebuhr. As Westbrook puts the differences between Dewey and Niebuhr, "If Dewey
flirted with sentimentalism about what might be, Niebuhr flirted with complacency about
what must be . . . " (Westbrook 1991, 530). Though Niebuhr no less than Dewey "could
declare his faith in an ethical ideal that tightly wedded self-realization and community"
(ibid) differences in emphasis between the two figures was drawn upon to discredit
Dewey’s liberalism as unrealistic.

Niebuhr said Dewey lacked appreciation of "predatory self-interest.”" Failing to
understand "the brutal character of the behavior of all human collectives, and the power
of self-interest and collective egoism in all intergroup relations," Niebuhr argued that
Dewey could not see that "relations between groups must therefore always be predomi-
nantly political rather than ethical, that is, they will be determined by the proportion of
power which each group possesses at least as much as by any rational and moral appraisal
of the comparative needs and claims of each group" (Niebuhr 1932, 135, cited in
Westbrook, 525). The arguments above for a democratic individualism and Deweyan
conceptions of cooperation and moral community show the limits of purely political
approaches.

Individualism and moral community decline in plausibility in the kind of political
situation which Dewey and Niebuhr faced - the great depression, threats to democracy
from both right and left, and a growing threat of war. In these situations people feel the
need to bury their differences and work in collective unity against outstanding dangers.
But this tendency has its excesses. The present perspective is that "modern” or contem-
porary liberalism, "corporate-bureaucratic" liberalism, as it is sometime characterized,
including a prevalent disdain for individualism, is a liberalism continually on a war-foot-
ing - and which seems to have reached a paralyzed dead end.

Dewey’s thought holds out promise for reinventing liberalism: and this must include
emphasis on the moral significance of individualism. It is precisely a great "complacency
about what must be" at the root of recent political paralysis and America’s inability to set
domestic priorities. Dewey’s democratic individualism is no call for the submission to the
group. Individuals are to act in cooperative engagement for reforms and against estab-
lished injustices.

"I should now wish to emphasize more than I formally did," Dewey wrote in 1939,
"that individuals are the finally decisive factors of the nature and movement of associated
life . . . " Contrary to Niebuhr, Dewey’s does not ignore or underestimate the power of
organized collectives of the subdued. In 1939, he was aware of the dangers, but still "led
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Nietzschean Individualism and
Liberal Theory

Bruce Detweiler, Florida International University
Abstract

Lester Hunt argues convincingly that Nietzsche should be taken seriously as a proponent
of an ethics of character, and he attempts to show that a thorough explication of this ethics
yields a distinctive justification for liberalism that avoids a major weakness of conven-
tional justifications. After a detailed review of Hunt’s insightful and often compelling
arguments, this paper concludes that his Nietzschean justification may give rise to
problems as formidable as those it solves. Moreover, Hunt's thesis is shown to depend on
a questionable reading of Nietzsche’s conception of human flourishing that obliterates
the connection the latter makes between his critique of liberal freedom and his affirmation
of life as will to power.

Nietzschean Individualism and Liberal Theory

Lester Hunt’s Nietzsche and the Origin of Virtue (New York: Routledge, 1991) is a bold
and original attempt to develop a new rationale for liberal theory based on an analysis of
the ethics of Nietzschean individualism. In Hunt’s view Nietzsche’s advocacy of a higher
human type is inseparable from his commitment to an ethics of character that is based on
his own revalued conception of virtue. Hunt argues that the conditions most conducive to
Nietzschean virtue would be those of a free society characterized by a competitive ethos
based on a commitment to excellence.

Especially with its advocacy of "Nietzschean liberalismr this book is bound to
provoke, but even readers like myself, who are uncomfortable with its conclusions will
appreciate both the seriousness of its purpose and the thoughtfulness of its foray into
regions that have known little scholarly traffic. Hunt’s argument is of interest for two quite
different reasons, suggesting two distinct lines of inquiry. There is, first, the question of
Hunt’s contribution to our understanding of Nietzsche and, second - irrespective of
whether he gets Nietzsche right - the question of his contribution to liberal theory. I will
address the second question first, summarizing and evaluating his explication of
Nietzschean ethics as a basis for a kind of Nietzschean liberalism. Then I will go on to
consider the merits of his analysis as a contribution to our understanding of Nietzsche.

A Nietzschean Ethics of Character

Given the illiberal tenor of most of Nietzsche’s political commentary and the once popular
association of his name with fascism, Hunt’s repeated reference to "Nietzschean liberal-
ism " requires immediate comment. There are no extravagant claims here. Hunt is not
arguing that Nietzsche himself was a liberal but rather that liberalism can benefit from
Nietzschean ideas. According to Hunt, Nietzsche was both apolitical and profoundly
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the kind of highest goal that enables one’s passions to become virtues because they are
capable of supporting this goal and promoting its realization. Virtues originate, then, when
passions are reinterpreted in a manner that redirects their energies toward the attainment
of the organism’s highest hope, and a virtuous character originates out of a vital relation-
ship between one’s deepest passions and one’s highest aspirations.

Because everyone is unique and because no two people have identical passions,
Nietzsche cannot prescribe a highest goal or a hierarchy of values appropriate for all, nor
can he prescribe a complete set of virtuous character traits for all. That is why Zarathustra
says, "if you have a virtue and she is your virtue, then you have her in common with
nobody."? According to Hunt Nietzsche’s ethics of character combined with his conviction
that everyone is unique commits him to a kind of ethical relativism, for he believes "that
what counts as right or good varies from one individual to the next" (130).

There remains, however, an important sense in which Hunt’s Nietzsche is not an
ethical relativist. Hunt ascribes to his subject a commitment to "vitalism » which is the
belief that "life is the only thing that is good in itself, and is the standard by which the
value of everything else is to be measured” (112). Indeed, as Hunt acknowledges, life as
an ultimate standard begins to look "suspiciously like the summum bonum of traditional
philosophers," but there is in Hunt’s view one important difference (153). Unlike the
"traditional philosophers" Hunt’s Nietzsche does not believe that life or anything else has
objective value in itself. The objective evaluation of life in particular is impossible because
there is no position outside of life from which to judge it. Things (including life) have
value only to the extent that we attribute value to them, and our evaluations are never
disinterested.

Life is the ultimate good for all of us only because it is the one thing all of us are
ultimately interested in. Even those moralities that Nietzsche describes as "life denying"
are at bottom vitalistic, according to Hunt, because their secret purpose is to make life
endurable for the afflicated. As Nietzsche puts it, they are at bottom nothing less than "an
artifice for the preservation of life."*

Of course the conclusion that life is the highest good only acquires ethical significance
to the extent that we can ascertain what it means to engender or promote life. As Hunt
notes, the promotion of the most extensive human survival possible is not necessarily
coextensive with the promotion of the highest level of human flourishing or well being,
and Nietzsche’s own formulations of the implications of his vitalism "are all disappoint-
ingly sketchy" (112). Nevertheless, Hunt thinks it is possible to ascertain what Nietzsche
must have had in mind by extrapolating from his many discussions of life as will to power.
Nietzsche repeatedly suggests that life as will to power is not a mere will to survival but
awill to "the consummate attainment of power,"” which Hunt argues is in Nietzsche’s mind
synonymous with human flourishing and well being (128). Self-preservation is merely
one of the most common consequences of the fact that life is at bottom will to power.

What, then, is meant by "the consummate attainment of power » which is apparently
the ultimate objective of all life? To achieve power, according to Hunt, is "to appropriate
parts of the environment and incorporate them, along with other parts of the organism,






34 Reason Papers

conducive to this sort of experimentalism are those of individual freedom in Hunt’s view,
Nietzsche’s ethics of character could provide the basis for a powerful argument for a liberal
social order.

As we have seen, however, Nietzsche never makes that argument, despite a tendency
to evaluate societies (as Hunt puts it) entirely according to whether they promote "the
formation of virtue in those who are capable of it" (164). This is because there are a number
of illiberal and even heroic authoritarian strands in Nietzsche’s thought that work at cross
purposes to the liberal implications of his ethics of character as described above.

First, there is Nietzsche’s abiding preoccupation with the establishment and mainte-
nance of order. To be sure, there is also an "anti-state animus" in Nietzsche’s writings,
but countering this is what Hunt describes as a "deeply ingrained notion that someone -
or some group of people - really ought to be in control, somehow, of human life in general"
(43). Nietzsche looks forward to a hegemony of "new philosophers” who would rule
through the development of "law-giving moralities" as a means of shaping a higher type
of human being. He also advocates social institutions dependent on "a kind of will, instinct,
or imperative, which is anti-liberal to the point of malice: the will to tradition, to authority,
to responsibility for centuries to come . . . " Nietzsche clearly has little confidence in the
beneficial effects of spontaneous social processes left to themselves, and this is especially
true where the lower orders are concerned.

Indeed, Nietzsche displays an extraordinary low estimation of the average type, even
to the point of arguing that "the great majority of men have no right to existence."® He
opposes the kind freedom that is conducive to experimentalism for the majority because
he does not believe the experiments of the majority typically lead to virtue. To the contrary
he seems to believe that a loosening of constraints would only lead to a debilitating
instinctual chaos in most people.

He does suggest, however, that in a rightly constituted society even mediocrities could
play an important role. Although they would not achieve virtue themselves, they could
nonetheless render conditions favorable for the emergence of virtue in the higher type of
relieving it of the burden of earning a living. Nietzsche apparently believes that the highest
enhancement of life occurs in aristocratic societies where exceptional human beings can
give the creation of culture and the pursuit of virtue their undivided attention, freed from
the distraction of having to provide for themselves. In Hunt’s view that is why Nietzsche
says in Beyond Good and Evil, "every enhancement of the type ‘man’" depends on "slavery
in some sense or other,» and why he proclaims in The Antichrist that "A high culture is a
pyramid: it can stand only on a broad base; its first presupposition is a strong and solidly
consolidated mediocrity."” The relation of the elite to the majority, therefore, is essentially
exploitative in Nietzsche’s ideal order. As Hunt describes it, the elite lives off the labor
of the many and gives them little of value in return. The virtuous do not work, and the
workers do not pursue virtue (174).

Hunt briefly but effectively criticizes the views enumerated above from several
directions. He argues, for example, that "the enhancement of the type ‘man’" does not
require the exploitative system Nietzsche envisions because there is no good reason to
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members perpetually "strive to equal and outdo one another in excellence" (178) would
spontaneously generate character, quite independently of any value-positing elite. Be-
cause of its competitive ethos Hunt characterizes Nietzschean liberalism as a kind of
"liberalism with teeth" (65, 179).

Hunt leaves us with two parallel images of his utopian ideal: one on the one hand, a
competitive society inspired by the contest ideal and on the other a society which
resembles "a community of scientists who formulate hypotheses, conduct experiments,
and learn from one another’s results" (135, 178). But unlike a community of scientists,
the citizens of Hunt’s utopia would not all arrive at similar conclusions because the
diversity of their passions would promote a diversity of values and goals. It would be
appropriate, therefore, if society were to split into subcultures, with each subculture
"united by the values its members share" (135). Hunt’s description of his ideal society is

extremely brief, indeed, almost Nietzschean in its brevity, but in an important footnote he
adds:

The social agreement I have suggested as a basis for a Nietzschean utopia could
be worked out in a way that strikingly resembles the "framework for utopia" with
which Robert Nozick concludes his Anarchy, State, and Utopia . . . There would
be one notable difference, however: Nozick, in the manner that is typical of
traditional liberalism conceives of utopia as a place where everyone is as happy
as they can be; the corresponding neo-Nietzschean utopia would be one in which
everyone is as good as they can be. (196)

There remains one serious incompatibility between Nietzschean ethics and Hunt’s
neo-Nietzschean utopia. Because Nietzschean virtue, which is a matter of individual self-
integration and empowerment, does not necessarily require a commitment to justice, and
because Nietzsche’s ethics of character prescribe no code of interpersonal conduct, the
pursuit of Nietzschean virtue could conceivably entail the forceable exploitation of others,
or even their annihilation - and certainly the abrogation of the "social agreement"
mentioned above - insofar as such actions contributed on the balance to the self-mastery
and empowerment of a dominant group or individual. This means that the widespread
adoption of Nietzschean ethics would not necessarily lead to the widespread emergence
of Nietzschean virtue, because those who pursued the Nietzschean individually would not
necessarily engender the kind of society that is most conducive to Nietzschean virtue
generally.

Hunt responds to this problem by arguing that Nietzsche pays insufficient attention
to the social prerequisites of virtue. Whether virtue is fostered from competing with others
or through learning from them, the pursuit of virtue is never a purely solitary affair. It
depends on a multiplicity of social interactions within a social process that is itself
dependent upon the widespread observance of principles of justice. In the penultimate
paragraph of his book, Hunt therefore proposes another significant modification:

1f the connection between one’s virtue and one’s involvement with other people
is sufficiently strong and deep, there might be good reason for revising
Nietzsche’s conception of virtue, so that it is not merely a certain integration of
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in a passage that repeatedly draws from Willhelm von Humbolt with evident enthusiasm,
Mill laments that few outside of Germany appreciate von Humbolt’s doctrine that:

"the end of man ... . is the highest and most harmonious development of his powers
to a complete and consistent whole"; and that, therefore, the object "toward which
every human being must ceaselessly direct his efforts . . . is the individuality of
power and development”; that for this there are two requisites, "freedom, and
variety of situations."®

In other words no new Nietzschean ethics is required to deliver liberalism from practical
justifications with unethical consequences. The arguments of Mill, T.H. Green, and a
number of others can be taken to mean that free institutions promote an individualism that
is at the ethical core of the liberal ideal.

Nevertheless, a Nietzschean ethics would seem to avoid a number of problems
commonly associated with Mill’s modified utilitarianism and/or Green’s Kantian ethics.
Moreover, the Nietzschean ideal validates the untrammeled pursuit of self-empowering
goals more assertively and with far fewer qualifications than the other approaches ever
could. But coupling the Nietzschean ideal with liberalism may give rise as many problems
as it solves.

Before he can use Nietzschean ethics to justify a liberal market society, for example,
Hunt needs to show that working for a living can be generally conducive to the pursuit of
Nietzschean virtue, and indeed more conducive than other alternatives. He does argue that
virtue requires "something relevantly like" productive work, ostensibly because the
formation of virtue involves working toward a highest goal. But as we have seen, the
highest goal that leads to virtue must be specially tailored to the individual’s unique array
of passions. It is not clear that "becoming what one is" in the Nietzschean sense and toiling
in the market place could ever really coincide for large numbers of people.

That many are challenged by their work and find meaning in it matters little if the
challenge is not to become who one is but to conform to the dictates of economic
institutions. And Nietzsche suggests that the pressures of the market place may be as
subversive of genuine virtue as religion. That is why he inveighs against the tendency
toward "blindly raging industriousness," which he calls the "typical virtue of an instru-
ment." Indeed, at times he sounds almost Marxian in his depictions of the debilitating and
pervasive effects on consciousness of the emerging economic order:

Today one can see coming into existence the culture of a society of which
commerce is as much the soul as personal contest was with the ancient Greeks
and as war, victory, and justice were for the Romans. The man engaged in
commerce understands how to appraise everything . . . according to the needs of
the consumer, not according to his own needs . . . This type of appraisal he then
applies . . . to everything, and thus also to the productions of the arts and sciences,
of thinkers, scholars, artists, statesmen, peoples, and parties of the entire age: in
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which Robert Nozick concludes his Anarchy, State, and Utopia" (196). The political
structure of a Nietzschean utopia, then, would apparently resemble that of Nozick’s
minimal state.

Regrettably, Hunt makes no attempt to justify his tilt toward Nozick, and it is not
obvious that it flows from the ethical arguments described above. Hunt’s premises have
little in common with Nozick’s, as is evident from the difference in rationales for freedom.
Nozick’s argument grows out of a strong theory of individual rights, whereas Hunt’s is
based entirely on a theory of virtue, which trumps all other considerations. The meaning
of this difference in rationales is suggested by Nietzsche’s Zarathustra: "Free from what?
As if that mattered to Zarathustra! But your eyes should tell me brightly: free for what?"!!
Nozick’s freedom is primarily a freedom from others, including the sovereign, whereas
Nietzschean freedom is a freedom fo engage in experiments and pursue goals that lead to
individual self-perfection. But it is not clear that Nietzschean freedom is best promoted
by Nozick’s minimal state.

Two years before Thus Spoke Zarathustra, T.H. Green made a similar distinction
between negative and positive freedom, which he incorporated into his theory of politics.
While tacitly acknowledging that the goal of making citizens free from others can justify
a minimal state, he argued that the true goal of a liberal order should be the promotion of
genuine individualsm.'? Although Green’s ethics are in some respects diametrically
opposed to Nietzsche’s, he, too, makes an ethical argument which defines individualism
as a kind of self-perfection that has to do with self-empowerment. And he reasons that if
the rationale for freedom is individualism, then the state may have a positive responsibility
to promote freedom by promoting opportunities leading to individual empowerment. In
this way he develops a string of well-known arguments for health and occupational safety
regulations, state sponsored education, etc. Because Hunt, like Green, starts with the goal
of self-perfection for all who are capable of it - and because Hunt, too, argues that
"exemplary virtue would seem to require that one have opportunities to pursue a relatively
rich variety of activities" - he needs to refute Green’s arguments, or demonstrate their
irrelevance in the Nietzschean context, if he is to associate Nietzschean liberalism with
Nozick’s minimal state (176). He needs to show that a minimal state makes the greatest
net contribution to positive freedom, or that other arrangements are too destructive of
incentives or whatever. As it stands, his analysis does not require such conclusions.

Hunt as an Interpreter of Nietzsche: The Implications of Method

In assessing Hunt’s interpretation of Nietzsche it is important to keep in mind the imited
nature of his inquiry. At the outset he says, "my focus is entirely on ethical and political
matters. Other themes are brought in only when they really seem necessary for an
understanding of my central concerns.” Moreover, Hunt’s treatment even if Nietzsche’s
ethics is by no means comprehensive, nor does it aspire to be. His book, "is mainly an
attempt to take Nietzsche seriously as a contributor to the ethics of character" (xviii). Other
facets of Nietzsche’s ethical views and many of his politically relevant passages are
therefore passed over in favor of an interpretation of Nietzsche’s ethics of character and
the political vision that arguably flows from it, a vision that, by Hunt’s own account,
Nietzsche would have rejected.
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But too often Hunt’s account makes Nietzsche look like a conventional philosopher
despite the latter’s critique of conventional philosophy. Instead of seeing life denial in the
quest for firm foundations, Hunt finds what is, in effect, a firm foundation in Nietzsche’s
conception of life. It is, as we have seen, the Nietzschean equivalent of a "summum
bonum * and a first principle of Nietzsche’s ethical ideal. A universally dominant drive
becomes the foundational principle that generates an ultimate good that grounds every
argument.

Hunt acknowledges, as any reader must, that Nietzsche does not write like a
conventional philosopher, but there is little appreciation of the relation between style and
content. Rather, Nietzsche’s style becomes an extraneous excrescence that the philosopher
must work around to get at what is really being said. Since Nietzsche’s books "contain
rather few passages in which he appears to be offering arguments for the opinions he
expresses in them," (1) Hunt suggests that it is incumbent on us to supply what Nietzsche
omits. Moreover, he says, "I will be fairly free - some will no doubt say generous - in
supplying Nietzsche with premises needed to make his arguments work," because this is
"a necessary part of getting at what his ideas are and how they hang together" (5, 6).

Because Nietzsche is so cryptic, every interpreter must extrapolate freely from what
is given, which helps to explain why there will always be wide latitude (although not
endless latitude) for legitimate disagreement. This also helps to explain how I can hold
Hunt’s book in high esteem despite my various criticisms. But Hunt extrapolates from
what is given more freely than most. He supplies not only the missing arguments and
missing premises, but a missing analytical structure as well. There is indeed an intuitive
coherence to Nietzsche’s texts, which Hunt’s formidable analytical powers often help to
illuminate, but the tidiness of his account and the reductiveness of the analytical structure
he supplies does Procrustean violence to the looseness of a body of writings which, after
all, champions the body over abstract reason and illuminates with tropes more often than
sustained analysis, and which generally seems to revel in the validity of disjointed
intuition.

Can Life be Defined?

Let us now return to Hunt’s handling of Nietzsche’s view of life. The implications of
Hunt’s method are particularly important here because he argues that life is for Nietzsche
the standard by which the value of everything else is to be measured. The specificity with
which life can be defined ultimately determines the specificity with which Nietzsche’s
ethical ideal can be identified.

Others have concluded, in sharp contrast to Hunt, that Nietzsche’s conception of life
is simply devoid of specific content.!> Hunt admits that Nietzsche’s formulations of his
vitalism "are all disappointingly sketchy," but he attempts "to determine what the principle
must mean - or should mean" by teasing out the implications of Nietzsche’s arguments in
favor of it (112). As we have seen he concludes that for Nietzsche life is will to power,
which is to say, a will to the "consummate attainment of power," a state reflecting the kind
of self-integration Nietzsche calls the virtue of the organism as a whole. As we have also
seen, Nietzsche can say that life is the ultimate standard only because he believes we are
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One of the most celebrated ambiguities concerning Nietzsche’s will to power monism
is its relation to the doctrine of the eternal recurrence of the same. Hunt propounds an
ethic of individual empowerment, which is consistent with his interpretation of the will
to power. But the doctrine of the eternal recurrence suggests a somewhat different ideal.
As Nietzsche says in a note: "My teaching declares: the task is to live in such a way that
you must wish to live again - you will anyway!"!” Moreover, Nietzsche suggests that the
goal is to will the eternal recurrence, not just of one’s better moments or even of one’s
life taken as a whole, but of every moment of one’s life, even those that have been
devastating from the standpoint of personal empowerment. It is not at all clear how this
ideal relates to the Hunt describes.

In a similar vein, Hunt declares that Nietzsche "evaluates the worth of persons on the
basis of a single standard: the degree to which they have attained power" (131). But
Nietzsche also clearly evaluates people according to a standard of health and sickness.
Moreover, he repeatedly suggests that it is possible to be strong but sick,'® thereby
suggesting that the continuum of strength and power is not identical to the continuum of
health and affirmation. In one area after another we find that, past a certain point, the more
we try to pin Nietzsche down, the more elusive he becomes.

Nietzschean Freedom

Hunt attributes an inordinate degree of order not only to Nietzsche’s thought as a whole
but also to the psyche of the human ideal Nietzsche is trying to promote. According to
Hunt Nietzsche believes "one’s act will be virtuous to the extent that it indicates success
in one’s efforts to ‘become master of the chaos that one is; to compel one’s chaos to become
form’" (170). Virtue, according to Hunt, "is a sort of integration of the parts of the self."
whereas chaos is "a great evil” (128, 43). The more fully integrated the self becomes, the
greater the enhancement of life (126).

Nietzsche repeatedly suggests, however, that human greatness is at least in part
dependent on inner chaos and conflict. As Zarathustra says, "one must still have chaos in
oneself to be able to give birth to a dancing star." And as Nietzsche says in a note, "[1]t is
precisely through the presence of opposites and the feelings they occasion that the great
man, the bow with the great tension, develops." In Beyond Good and Evil he argues that
"magical, incomprehensible, and unfathomable ones arise" when internal "opposition and
war . . . have the effect of one more charm and incentive of life." And in Twilight of the
Idols he says, "The price of fruitfulness is to be rich in internal opposition . . . One has
renounced the great life when one renounces war." It should now be clear why Zarathustra
says to his disciples, "You should love peace as a means to new wars - and the short peace
more than the long. To you I do not recommend work but struggle." Hunt’s account
neglects Nietzsche’s emphasis on struggle as something that is intrinsically good and not
just ameans to an end. As Nietzsche explains, "The will to power can manifest itself only
against resistances. Therefore, it seeks that which resists it."1?

It may be as Hunt suggests that Nietzsche associates individual perfection with a state
of full self-integration, (126) but as Zarathustra says, "What has become perfect, all that
is ripe - wants to die." Similarly, it may be that in Nietzsche’s view one transforms one’s
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Nietzsche argues that the continuous struggle against severe constraint is what
fortifies the will and unifies the self, and this is not without illiberal political implications.
In his view the social and political institutions of the warrior aristocracies of antiquity
provided the optimal conditions for the breeding of a stronger, more unified human type.
This type emerged as a result of being locked "in a constant fight with its neighbors or
with the oppressed who are rebellious or threaten rebellion."*

As a political corollary he argues in Twilight of the Idols.

The peoples who had some value, affained some value, never attained it under
liberal institutions: it was great danger alone that made something of them that
merits respect. Danger alone acquaints us with our resources, our virtues, our
armor and weapons, our spirit, and forces us to be strong. First principle: one
must need to be strong - otherwise one will never become strong.

Paradoxically, Nietzsche argues that the genuine freedom of a people or an individual can
be measured not by the absence of compulsion but, "according to the resistance which
must be overcome, according to the exertion required to remain on top." As we have seen,
Nietzschean freedom is a positive freedom. It depends upon the power to act, to command
oneself and hold oneself accountable, which means it can be fortified by danger, warfare,
and the long fight against severe constraint. This is why Nietzsche declares:

The highest type of free man should be sought where the highest resistance is
constantly overcome: five steps from tyranny, close to the threshold of the danger
of servitude. This is true psychologically if by "tyrants" are meant inexorable and
fearful instincts that provoke the maximum of authority and discipline against
themselves; the most beautiful type: Julius Caesar. This is true politically too; one
need only go through history.?*

As several of the passages above suggest, politics are not wholly irrelevant to
Nietzsche’s thoughts on the enhancement of man. Just as he argues that "[t}here are no
worse and no more thorough injurers of freedom than liberal institutions," he repeatedly
associated democracy with "the diminution of man." Conversely, he proclaims:

Every enhancement of the type, "man" has so far been the work of an aristocratic
society - and it will be so again and again - a society that believes in the long
ladder of an order of rank and differences in value between man and man, and
that needs slavery in some sense or other.2°

A long discussion would show that Nietzsche was indeed anti-political but in a limited
sense only. Just as he declared himself an enemy of reason, science and morality, but
nonetheless had a reason, science and morality he preferred, so too with politics. His blasts
at the state as a "new idol" (and he associates our modern "apotheosis of the state" with
the "the Hegelian philosophy") are of a piece with his opposition to idolatry of every kind.
In his view the modern world is prone to new forms of idolatry because of the vacuum
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The Radical Feminist Attack on
Reason

Steven Mandelker

It is fashionable in some feminist circles to argue that the struggle for freedom from male
oppression is, in part, a struggle for freedom from rationality and intellectuality. Julia
Kristeva, for example, attacks women writers who value "science, philosophy, [and]
professorships," calling them valorizers of "phallic dominance" (1974, in Marks and de
Courtivron, 1980, 166). For Kristeva, a truly revolutionary woman who wishes to succeed
in exploding existing social codes must flee everything phallic, and this means that she
must reject everything that is "finite, definite, structured, loaded with meaning."

In the same vein, Helene Cixous, in her influential essay, "The Laugh of the Medussa"
(Cixous, 1976, in Marks and de Courtivron, 1980, 245-264), challenges women to forge
for themselves, through writing, the "antilogos weapon." This weapon, supposedly the
product of writing that "inscribes femininity," will be used to liberate women from the
"phallocentric tradition," that is, the tradition of "male writing," which is the "effect" and
"support" of the "history of reason."”

Views such as these are very much alive today. That there is at present tremendous
interest in Cixous’ writings, for example, is made evident by the listing of no fewer than
160 citations of them in the Arts and Humanities Citation Index for the years 1990-2. To
what extent do these views deserve our support?

It cannot be denied that some women are still oppressed today, treated unjustly and
denied their rights, if not in the US, then at least in the Arab world, in other Moslem
countries such as Pakistan, and in much of the rest of the Third World. We can agree that,
from a "Eurocentric" viewpoint, many women are in need of liberation. Does this mean
that women ought to fashion the "antilogos weapon" in order to liberate themselves from
reason? Should women follow Cixous’s advice to take up "the challenge of speech which
has been governed by the phallus,” to speak, in contrast, in a way that is "never simple or
linear or ‘objectified’, generalized," to not deny their drives "the intractable and impas-
sioned part they have in speaking," and thereby to become free of the phallocentric
tradition, that is, the history of reason? (Marks and de Courtivron, 1980, 251).

Since the elimination of oppression is an eminently reasonable goal, Cixous’s attack
on reason is more apt to be destructive than helpful to the feminist goal of eliminating
oppression. After all, the enormous success that feminism has already enjoyed is largely
due to the fact that many people have become rationally convinced that the oppression of
women is wrong.

Reason ought not to be identified with any sort of oppression; it is unreasonable, not
reasonable, for example, for men to oppress women. Nor ought reason, or truth, to be
identified with masculinity. The important nineteenth-century feminist Frances Wright
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have the same natural rights that men have. But these rights are violated when unmarried
women are taxed without representation, when women die a "civil death” in the eyes of
the law upon marriage, when women are not permitted a jury of their peers (1: 597-604).
And Sarah Grimke (1838) gave a good reason for altering the balance of power within a
marriage, which she regarded as normally a tyranny of the husband: in order to alleviate
“the vast amount of secret suffering endured, from the forced submission of women to the
opinions and whims of their husbands" (86).

Since those who, like Cixous, refuse to give reasons or to accept anything as a rational
refutation of their views, or even to engage in rational discussion, you might wonder why
anyone would bother to present them with a refutation. Why not simply ignore them?

The result that can be expected from ignoring irrational radical feminists is that
dogmatism will continue to replace intelligent discussion in the universities, and those
who shout the loudest, rather than those who have the best reasons, will be listened to,
and their views will prevail. Confrontation with irrational feminists may slow the progress
of their dogmatic attack on philosophy, science, and other rational pursuits.

Another reason for not ignoring irrational radical feminists is that they attempt to
better the condition of women by committing injustices against men. For example, they
advocate a hiring policy, known as "affirmative action,” of systematic discrimination
against men. As perpetrators of injustice, then, irrational feminists must be opposed, rather
than ignored.

Irrational radical feminists also seek, by means of anti-pornography legislation,
restrictions on one of our most fundamental Constitutional liberties, the First Amendment
right of free speech, and to ignore them is to risk the loss of this precious freedom.
According to Catherine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, "Pornography is a systematic
practice of exploitation and subordination based on sex that differentially harms women
... The bigotry and contempt pornography promotes, with the acts of aggression it fosters,
diminish opportunities for equality of rights in employment, education, property, public
accommodations, and public services" (Dworkin and MacKinnon, 1988, 33).!

The empirical evidence, however, does not support these claims. In a 1990 study
(Baron, 1990) Baron found gender equality to be higher in states characterized by higher
circulation rates of pornography. In a 1989 study (Padgett, Brislin-Slutz, and Neal, 1989),
Padgett found that "exposure to nonviolent pornography had no significant effect on
attitudes towards women and women’s issues.” In a 1988 study (Linz, Donnerstein, and
Penrod, 1988), Linz found no "significant relationship between exposure to nonviolent
pornography and either the tendency to view women as sex objects, or the belief in
traditional sex roles." In another 1988 study (Demare, Briere, and Lips, 1988), Demare
reported "zero-order correlations between use of nonviolent pornography and attitudes
toward women." In a 1986 study (Garcia, 1986), Garcia found that "greater exposure to
nonviolent pornography was not related to traditional attitudes toward women" (Cf.
Baron, 1990, 365-6).

Dworkin and MacKinnon do not cite even a single competing study in support of
their claim that pornography diminishes opportunities for equality of rights. They do cite
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Many prominent radical feminists, however, such as Ti-Grace Atkinson and her
group, The Feminists, take the further step of calling for the elimination of marriage, the
family, and heterosexual sex (Feminists, 1970). Such feminists regard lesbianism as the
"vanguard of feminism" (Wolf, 1980, 171). In her recent study of nine non-lesbian
feminists (Silber, 1990), Linda Silber has discussed the manner in which among radical
feminists during the mid-1980s, "women were judged by their sexuality, with lesbians
seen as the more politically progressive . . . non-lesbians . . . were challenged to examine
their own sexual histories and acknowledge their erotic same-sex attractions" (Silber,
1990, 132). Silber found that for the women she studied, "Sexual identity . . . is entwined
with their ideological beliefs (radical feminism) . . . And sexual identity was regarded as
political by many of the women: they did not want to be seen as being thoughtlessly
heterosexual or bisexual" (137-8). These women felt that it was "morally good to be a
lesbian, and . . . shameful to be involved with a man" (135).

Here we come to a fifth reason for not simply ignoring irrational radical feminists,
for their recommendation that women should become either bisexual or exclusively
homosexual is harmful advice. Women who do not have such inclinations should not be
pressured to act as if they did. Under such circumstances they would be behaving in a
self-demeaning manner, not for the benefit of a man, but this time for the benefit of another
woman.

Feminists who advocate homosexuality for all women are in the midst of a flight from
biology and genetics. In denying the biological function of female anatomy for the sake
of ideology, they find it easy to slide into an opposition to all reason.

The irrational radical feminist, then, makes harmful recommendations and must be
opposed. To improve our lives we must create a society committed to intelligent discussion
rather than irrational dogmatism, to equality of opportunity for all rather than discrimina-
tion against men in the form of affirmative action, to freedom of speech rather than
authoritarian censorship, and to tolerance and respect for others as individuals rather than
bigotry and conformist pressure. Women will improve their condition not by listening to
the voices of irrational radical feminists, but by listening to a feminist such as Wollstone-
craft, urging women not to allow themselves to become ornaments, but to develop
themselves as fully rational persons, to achieve dignity and virtue, to acquire wisdom and
character.?
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Habermas, Lyotard and Political
Discourse

Paul Fairfield, McMaster University

The debate over political modernity has in recent years been given fresh impetus in the
form of an exchange between Jean Frangois Lyotard and Jiirgen Habermas concerning
the nature and legitimation of political discourse. Lyotard, often taken as representative
of postmodernism, offers a critique of the modern project of offering methodological
guarantees of the normative status of our judgments and of constructing "metanarratives"
purporting to ground all forms of discourse in a philosophy of universal history. The
preoccupation with metanarratives, he argues, must end and be replaced with a conception
of political discourse as a contest of local narratives and incommensurable language games
- a contest oriented not toward final resolutions but toward creative and novel statements.
Habermas, wishing to preserve and continue the modernist search for a universal and
impartial theory of justice, regards Lyotard’s proposal as irrationalist and conservative -
as lacking the resources necessary for carrying out a systematic critique of local practices
and in detecting ideological distortions in our forms of discourse. His communicative
ethics may be instructively opposed to Lyotard’s localism in that the former represents a
nonfoundationalist yet universalistic theory of justice, the aim of which is to discover an
impartial standpoint from which a critique of social norms is possible. Habermas’s
strategy is in turn dismissed by Lyotard as representing merely one more metanarrative
to be cast to the winds, one more cognitivist, universalistic, and formalist social theory
promising transcendental guarantees.

It is important to note that the differences which separate these two figures do not go
all the way down: each is endeavouring to fashion a nonfoundationalist and pluralistic
conception of political discourse, a conception which forbids the privileging of certain
voices within our political conversations and which defends a view of politics as a forum
for the uninhibited exchange of judgments and interpretations. Accordingly, this debate
ought to be viewed as in important ways a family dispute, albeit a factious one. Their
differences centre around the role of universal criteria in the legitimation of judgments -
Lyotard arguing that all talk of criteria is hopelessly metaphysical, and Habermas arguing
that such criteria are indispensable for any social theory capable of legitimation and
critique. After outlining the terms of the debate and the respective positions of these two
authors, we shall see that a third conception of politics without hegemony recommends
itself, from out of this exchange emerges another alternative which eludes each author’s
criticisms of the other, borrows insights from both, and is in the end altogether friendly
to neither. From this third point of view, Habermas is correct in characterizing Lyotard’s
postmodernist politics as anarchic and irrationalist, but this need not require us to follow
Habermas back into the realm of the metanarrative in order to account for the possibility
of legitimation and critique. What is needed for such purposes are criteria; what is needed
is a conception of normative rationality which incorporates universal principles (of the
kind that communicative ethics is in the business of reconstructing) on the one hand and
local traditions and social forms on the other into a unified and coherent picture. There is
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On this view, communication is far from a well-regulated and distortion-free ex-
change of arguments. "To speak," Lyotard dramatically puts it, "is to fight"1%; communi-
cation is a practice in which "questions, requests, assertions, and narratives are launched
pell-mell into battle. The war is not without rules, but the rules allow and encourage the
greatest possible flexibility of utterance."!! Political discourse is an unstable and unending
series of gestures and utterances, "the trumping of a communicational adversary, an
essentially conflictual relationship between tricksters."!? Such debate employs many
different types of statements and language games: "in the same discussion one goes, one
leaps, from one language game to another, from the interrogative to the prescriptive, and
so on."13 The point in all of this is not to privilege one form of discourse over all others
but precisely to "maximize as much as possible the multiplication of small narratives,"!*
to become conversant in various genres of discourse, and above all to invent new moves
and "master strokes" within established discursive practices. "Progress" in political
debate, if there can be said to be such a thing, consists not in producing "valid" deductions
or in generating consensus, but precisely in upsetting consensus and destabilizing our
political practices. Indeed, rather than privileging consensus, Lyotard suggests that the
more inventive our move, the less likely it is to generate agreement, "precisely because it
changes the rules of the game upon which consensus had been based."'> Political progress
consists either in inventing new moves within old games, in refining and modifying
established rules, or in inventing new games.

In opposition to political modernity, Lyotard’s conception of justice aims not at
finality or convergence upon the "truth" - upon the last word in matters of justice - but at
divergence, at inventing ever newer moves, more and more novel opinions without
granting anyone the honor of having the last word. The aim, as one commentator puts it,
is "simply to produce more work, to generate new and fresh statements, to make you have
‘new ideas’, or, best of all, again and again to ‘make it new.’"1® The modernist’s search
for ever deeper grounds is replaced with the postmodernist’s search for creative moves,
without criteria for judging the truth of our statements. Lyotard’s position in this respect
is perhaps furthest removed from that of Kant, for whom "the idea of justice is associated
with that of finality."!” Finality, Lyotard writes, "means a kind of convergence, of
organization, of a general congruence, on the part of a given multiplicity moving toward
its unity."!® To the Kantian ideal of unity Lyotard opposes multiplicity and diversity of
opinion, leaving us with the question of whether it would be possible to fashion into a
moral and political law the maxim, "‘Always act in such a way that the maxim of your
will may, I won’t say not be erected,” but it is almost that, ‘into a principle of universal
legislation.”"!?

It is important for our purposes to note that for Lyotard political legitimation is not
only a pluralistic but also a local and immanent matter. Contra Habermas, there is nothing
inherent in the nature of normative assertions which requires that they claim for them-
selves universal authority. Rather, our statements have only a limited scope and are
contingent upon a prior consensus on the rules which define the games we play and the
rules playable within them. They are contingent upon the agreement of the game’s current
players, and are accordingly subject to future modification or cancellation.
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renders his seemingly radical claims irrational and conservative since, despite the empha-
sis on novelty, Lyotard’s postmodern critique of the modernists’ project of constructing
a neutral frame of reference in the service of political critique leaves us ill-equipped to
challenge existing institutions and to distinguish legitimate argument from mere persua-
sion. Lyotard’s postmodernism, relying as it does upon sophistic persuasion without the
benefit of methodological guarantees, leaves us open to manipulation and oppression. As
everyone knows, sophistic persuasion has a dark side best represented by Callicles’s lust
for power, a commonplace which Lyotard’s conception of the Sophists as innovators
obscures. Moreover, forces of institutionalized repression and ideology may systemati-
cally distort our discursive practices. In view of this, what is needed is the means to
distinguish legitimate from ideological forms of agreement and to challenge existing
institutions in a way which will command legitimate assent. We must, Habermas contends,
construct an emancipatory and critical discourse which will compel rational assent, one
which takes us beyond mere persuasion and counterpersuasion.

For Habermas, Lyotard’s agonistic and fragmented conception of political discourse
leaves a community with no place, as one commentator puts it, for it to "recollect itself
and to think critically about its goals and practices."3? Habermas agreed with Lyotard that
political discourse must constitute a forum wherein an unconstrained exchange of opinions
is possible and in which all speakers enjoy equal rights of participation. Habermas also
maintains, however, that political discourse represents the means by which rational
speakers become engaged in a process of coordinating action. Political actors are involved
not only in a continuing search for interesting opinions but in a comprehensive process of
mutual accommodation through collective deliberation on shared goals and on the proper
nature and function of political institutions. Because discourse and action are tied to forces
of ideology and power, it is a shared concern of political communities to institute forms
of discourse free from domination and hegemony.

At work in Habermas’s argument is a certain understanding of the nature of language
according to which the many language games in which we participate are all part of a
larger structure, a network of utterances, gestures, and interpersonal relations which binds
language users into a community. This network of relations builds solidarity and allows
us to speak and act collectively.

Coordination action [David Kolb writes] is not simply a matter of arranging
parallel responses to stimuli. In its fullest sense, such coordination demands that
we all act, together, as rational agents. It is this conjunction of rationality and
sociality that in various ways distinguishes Habermas from the Sophists, from
Lyotard, and from Plato.?!

Contra Lyotard, then, Habermas maintains that our various discursive practices do indeed
display a common measure, namely that they bind participants in interaction into a
community concerned with reaching an understanding about something in the world. We
are involved in an overarching process of coordinating action, a process in which we must
offer each other assurances concerning the truth, appropriateness, and sincerity of our
statements. The necessity of coordinating action through communication reveals the
inadequacy of Lyotard’s vision of a community marked by divergence and dissent - or,
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ality is built into factual processes of mutual understanding - the validity laid
claim to is distinct from the social currency of a de facto established practice and
yet serves it as the foundation of any existing consensus. The validity claimed for
propositions and norms transcends spaces and times, "blots out" space and time >*

What is needed in order to distinguish legitimate argument from persuasion, the
argument continues, are universal criteria which only a theory employing a transcenden-
tal-pragmatic mode of justification can provide. Transcendental-pragmatic justification,
while distinct both from an "ultimate" justification (Letzbegrundung) in Karl-Otto Apel’s
sense and from deduction from first principles, allows the theorist to demonstrate the
rational authority of certain universal principles of justice and to formulate a neutral
standpoint from which all agreements and social norms may be assessed, quite irrespective
of the latter’s historical location. Habermas does at times take the phenomenological
concept of the lifeworld seriously, i.e. he recognizes that the individual is always already
historically situated, employing and presupposing a reservoir of implicit knowledge in the
form of language and culture. Habermas also acknowledges the ontological impossibility
of taking a holiday from one’s lifeworld, Cartesian style. He nonetheless proposes,
however, that a truly universalistic, cognitivist, and formalistic theory of justice is possible
and that, for this reason, the philosopher is indeed capable of remaining what he terms the
"guardian of rationality.">

The methodology Habermas adopts in his "communicative ethics" involves recon-
structing the normative presuppositions of practical rationality, understood as uncon-
strained communicative interaction oriented toward reaching understanding. Habermas
proposes that communicative action contains within itself unavoidable operative presup-
positions that have a normative content. Our ability to engage in discursive practices - our
"communicative competence” - possesses a stable and universal core of structures and
rules, some of which function as indispensable normative conditions of discourse. Anyone
who engaged in argumentation has, it is claimed, always already presupposed and hence
consented to certain normative rules of argumentation, rules which no speaker may
contradict without falling into a performative contradiction. Habermas writes:

Anyone who participates in argumentation has already accepted these substantive
normative conditions - there is no alternative to them. Simply by engaging in
argumentation, participants are forced to acknowledge this fact. This transcen-
dental-pragmatic demonstration serves to make us aware of the extent of the
conditions under which we always already operate when we argue; no one has
the option of escaping to alternatives. The absence of alternatives means that
those conditions are, in fact, inescapable for us. 30

1t is in these rules that communicative ethics is interested, for only rules of this kind furnish
the philosopher with an impartial standpoint from which legitimation and critique of
existing discursive practices is possible.

Communicative action, Habermas argues, counterfactually anticipates an ideal
speech situation as its implicit telos.>” The theorist’s task is to specify the implicit and
formal conditions of the ideal speech situation in order to function as universal and
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Thus, built into the structure of action oriented toward reaching understanding is
an element of unconditionality. And it is this unconditional element that makes
the validity that we claim for our views different from the mere de facto
acceptance of habitual practices. From the perspective of first persons, what we
consider justified is not a function of custom but a question of justification or
grounding.*!

Habermas supposes that it is only this kind of transcultural validity which awards dignity
to normative principles, while the contingent outcomes of communicative exchanges -
irresp4ective of how much consensus they produce - stand in no obvious relation to the
truth.*?

More central to our concerns is a second dichotomy Habermas salvages from the
legacy of the Enlightenment between justification and application. This second dichotomy
is most apparent in Habermas’s occasional (and brief) treatment of an objection stemming
from hermeneutics and neo-Aristotelianism to formalistic and universalistic normative
theory. The objection focuses upon the enabling conditions of the context-specific
application of universal principles of the kind communicative ethics in the business of
formulating. Recognizing that rules do not govern their own applications, Habermas heeds
the hermeneutic insight that the practical application of universals to particular contexts
requires a capacity for reflective judgment, but dismisses the conclusion some draw from
this concerning the impossibility of an entirely formal and universal theory of justice.*?
Siding with Kant over Aristotle, Habermas contends that practical considerations regard-
ing the application of rules in no way affect the matter of their justification since the
transcendental nature of justification is logically distinct from and prior to all practical
questions of implementation. The gap separating form from content, he maintains, need
not be filled with Aristotelian phronesis since even the prudent implementation of
principles makes use of second-order principles, or "principles of practical reason," of
which he mentions as examples that means should be proportionate to ends and that all
relevant aspects of a case should be considered.** Principles of this kind make for the
possibility of impartial applications free from the workings of local traditions.

The obvious problem with this view, however, is that there is no rule for deciding
what are to count as the relevant aspects of a case (much less its most salient aspects), or
what is to count as a proper proportion between means and ends. Concepts such as
relevance, salience, and proportion resist formal encapsulation. Moreover, as is now
notorious, the appeal to meta-rules only leads to an infinite regress since second-order
rules require further, third-order, rules to guide their application (for precisely the same
reason that first-order rules require second-order rules), and so on.*> The infinite regress
thus entailed by conceiving of practical judgment as a rule-governed procedure is one
from which Habermas fails to escape.

He nevertheless endeavors to defend his position on application as a subordinate and
unproblematic matter by taking as an example of prudent implementation of universal
norms the case of human rights legislation in modern democratic states.
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principles, but also the now commonplace opposition between universalism and localism
or communitarianism. Habermas is essentially correct in characterizing Lyotard’s local-
ism as lacking the critical resources necessary for a theory of justice, and in pointing out
the need for universal principles in serving a critical function. However, a close inspection
of what is involved in the application of universal normative principles to particular
contexts reveals the inadequacy of a purely universalistic and formalist theory of the kind
Habermas defends, and suggests that a political theory employing universal criteria must,
as a matter of necessity, incorporate local elements if it is to be capable of reasonable
implementation. Out of this opposition, a more adequate position will emerge which
incorporates insights from Lyotard and Habermas while avoiding the pitfalls of both; it
avoids, that is, both the irrationalism and localism of Lyotard and the rationalistic
universalism of Habermas, and it develops a conception of normative rationality which
takes its cue from certain neo-Aristotelian and hermeneutic insights.

It will not be contested here that Habermas’s reconstruction of the normative
presuppositions of communicative action succeeds in generating criteria whose legitimacy
is universal - or, at any rate, as universal as the practice of unconstrained dialogue aimed
at reaching consensus (which may or may not be strictly universal). In those cultures at
least which recognize and award some priority to the practice of free and uninhibited
dialogue, the normative conditions of possibility of dialogue must be acknowledged as
legitimate principles or criteria of justice.”! What will be contested, however, is Haber-
mas’s privileging of such criteria over all local considerations, a move which overlooks
the very factors which render the implementation of universals possible.

Habermas’s response to what we may term the hermeneutic objection outlined above
(to the effect that the practical question of context-specific applications of universal
principles of justice in no way affects the prior theoretical question of their justification)
is inadequate. If we are to take communicative ethics seriously as a plausible universalistic
theory of justice, the question of application needs to be recognized as a genuine problem
for any social theory which endeavours to be universalistic. Specifically, Habermas must
meet an objection which I shall now briefly outline, an objection whose basis orientation
is supplied by philosophical hermeneutics.

The argument begins with the premise that intelligibility is a necessary condition of
rational justification; we cannot justify what we do not understand. As Gadamer recog-
nizes, however, understanding is inextricably bound up not only with intepretation but
with application as well. Just as understanding the meaning of a text involves applying
the text to the reader’s own situation, similarly an understanding of universal principles
of justice necessarily includes knowing how the principles in question are applied in
practical contexts. The meaning of a universal rule is never comprehended, as it were "in
itself" or prior to its actual implementations; neither universals nor particulars can be
understood in themselves and in isolation from each other, but only in a complex unity
which includes a moment of application. In Gadamer’s words,

Application does not mean first understanding a given universal in itself and then
afterward applying it to a concrete case. It is the very understanding of the









































































































































































































































































































	Scanner20050623134541.pdf
	Scanner20050623133639.pdf
	Scanner20050623133713.pdf
	Scanner20050623133926.pdf
	Scanner20050623134116.pdf
	Scanner20050623134304.pdf
	Scanner20050623134416.pdf

