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Articles

Theory and Autonomy-

Ann Hartle, Emory University

Only a theory can save us now. Or so it would seem if we accept the claims of many
professional philosophers and social scientists. The social sciences' have come to replace
philosophy as the discipline whose task is the most comprehensive account of the human:
‘theory’ claims to replace philosophy. Philosophy itself then becomes meta-theory.

In his critique of the social sciences, The Battle for Human Nature, Barry Schwartz
notes that "a significant part of what used to be taught as moral philosophy is now taught
under a different name: social science."? Within moral philosophy itself, the same kind of
replacement has occurred. The task of moral philosophy is understood to be the construc-
tion of moral theories. In Whose Justice? Which Rationality? Maclntyre describes what
he is doing as the construction of a theory about the kind of rationality inherent in tradition.
The moral philosopher is a "theorist™ and the solution to our epistemological crisis is a
new theory.* Further, the individual who must make some decision is mirroring what the
moral philosopher as theorist has to do; he must construct "a deductive system through
which he or she can discover true answers to [moral] questions."’ For Barry Schwartz,
"deciding on what should be depends upon having a moral theory. . . ."® There seems to
be rather general agreement that only a theory can save us now.

The notion that all philosophy is theory or theory construction pervades and is even
assumed in much contemporary philosophical discussion. The task of the philosopher does
not differ in purpose or method from the other sciences;’ it differs only in the breadth of
its framework.? Philosophy is, at best, a theory of theories. Or in other terms, philosophy
is a "second reflection" on the objects of science, art, and morality.’ Finally, the claims of
theory-construction have spread to all forms of thought: all thinking is ‘theorizing’. For
Churchland, "folk psychology" is a theory. We are never outside some theory.

The attempt to replace philosophy with theory, both by the social sciences and within
the professional discipline of philosophy itself, can be seen, in part, as the most recent
version of the attempt to deny the significance and uniqueness of the philosophical task.
The social sciences claim to be superior to philosophy, to be able to accomplish what
philosophy has failed to do. As E. O. Wilson puts it: "ethical philosophy must not be left
in the hands of the merely wise."!® The critics of philosophy deny to philosophy even the
description of "the search for wisdom."

* An earlier version of this paper was presented to the Luce Faculty Seminar of
Emory University.

1 wish to thank the participants for their helpful remarks.
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to debate. The data may be sensory input or stimuli, but this input is more or less already
formed by the theory and thus more or less close to the "object” in question. For Quine,
a theory is like an arch, grounded in sensory stimuli.!! For Maclntyre, "there are no
preconceptual or even pretheoretical data.” It is impossible to describe actions "except by
employing some particular theory-informed or theory-presupposing scheme of con-
cepts.""?

Despite disagreement about the degree to which the data are "given" or the degree to
which even perception is "theory-laden,” there is general agreement that a theory is a
virtually self-contained system, scheme, or web. Each science is such a system and
so-called ordinary life, ordinary language, everyday ordinary experience all take place
"within" a theory.

Since all thinking is theorizing, rationality is taken to be just this move from data to
theory. For the time being we might say that the ‘data’ are the theorist’s link with reality;
the data are the touchstone, the "hard evidence" on which the theory is based. Quine’s
metaphor of the arch with its feet in concrete observation or sensory stimuli suggests this
way of seeing the matter. (It turns out that this link with reality is not quite so clear-cut,
but I will return to this question later.) Social scientists consistently make their claim to
rationality by appealing to the fact that their sciences are grounded firmly in hard data.!?

As the theorist ascends from data to theory he finds regularities in the data that were
not immediately apparent. Churchland defines ‘theorizing’ as finding regularities that lie
behind or underneath the superficial regularities.! MaclIntyre constructs his theory of
traditions by finding the deep regularities in the four traditions he discusses.!” The theory
of evolution finds ‘natural selection’ to be beneath or behind the data and sociobiology
finds "maximizing inclusive fitness" even further beneath the data.

The terms of a given theory are, for the most part, referred to as "theoretical terms."
Such terms as ‘believe’ and ‘want’ are theoretical terms within the theory that is
"folk-psychology." ‘Natural selection’ is a theoretical term within the theory of evolution.
Theoretical terms have their meaning relative to the rest of the theory. They are not directly
related to objects, to things, or to observation. Here again there is some disagreement about
the nature of observation and the status of observation terms, but there is general
agreement concerning the notion that theoretical terms have their meaning only in relation
to the rest of the theory and not on account of any "direct" relation with what is observable.

It is at this point, I think, that we can begin to see what the relationship is between a
theory and "reality." (Theorists themselves often use the term ‘reality’, so my use of it
here is not intended to hold the theorist to a standard of reality that he himself would not
accept.) In his analysis of the theory of evolution, Goudge puts quite clearly the character
of what are generally referred to as theoretical terms. The theory of evolution "is abstract
in character and requires for its formulation concepts which cannot be correlated with
what is directly observable."'® "Theoretical constructs" are "abstract ideas" which have
no direct empirical interpretation. "They nevertheless play an important role in the
framework of the theory. Their scientific admissibility depends on the fact that they occur
in statements which have a systematic or deductive connection with observation state-
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in the primary cortex. Secondary cortex, in turn, projects into the . . . tertiary or association
cortex. Cells in the association cortex are responsive to still more abstract features of the
original sensory inputs. . . . It would appear that the brain’s most abstract and integrated
analysis of the sensory environment takes place in the association cortex between the
several sensory areas."? In each case, this is as far as the account of abstraction goes. And
the account cannot go any further on the theorist’s own terms, partly because the
stimulus-response explanation cannot be adequate to what is in need of explanation and
partly because the theorist is engaged in another kind of abstraction of which he is more
or less aware--the kind of abstraction that produces theoretical constructs.

In order to display this kind of abstraction, we can look to what is regarded as the
most important theoretical term in the theory of evolution, i.e., ‘natural selection’. Natural
selection belongs to the theoretical framework of evolutionary theory, that is, it is not
directly observed but is inferred from what is observed. Futuyma refers to mutation and
natural selection as the "theoretical mechanisms of evolutionary change."?® ‘Natural
selection’ is a theoretical term that has its meaning fixed by its role in the framework of
the theory. I will follow Goudge’s account of how this term became a theoretical term:

The term ‘natural selection’, like many other scientific expressions, has its roots in
ordinary, non-scientific discourse. The word ‘selection’, for example, before it
became part of the language of biology, had an established meaning in everyday
language, where it designated a kind of purposive activity performed by human
beings; the activity involved choosing some object . . . from a number of available
alternatives. This is the sense in which Darwin first used the word . . . when
discussing the effects of the breeding of domestic plants and animals. By ‘artificial
selection’, men exercised a deliberate choice of the parents of each generation.
Darwin then proceeded to employ the term ‘natural selection’ to designate a process
which goes on ‘under Nature’, quite independently of human intervention. In this
new context, ‘selection’ ceased to have a literal meaning, as Darwin clearly saw,
and became a metaphor.

But the move from the literal to the metaphorical turned out not to be sufficient. For
the evolutionary theorist "a sounder policy is to disregard the metaphorical significance
of ‘natural selection’ and take it as a technical expression whose meaning is fixed by its
role in the framework of evolutionary theory. The expression can then be freed from its
associations with the idea of conscious choice which arise from the use of ‘selection’ in
everyday discourse. . . ."?

The kind of abstraction that results in theoretical terms is an abstraction from
metaphor. And this procedure is common in evolutionary theory and the social sciences
that depend upon it. For example, we can speak of the strivings for survival and
reproduction as two ‘purposes’ in a metaphorical sense.? The notion of adaptation “makes
implicit use of the concept of ‘purpose’ or proper function."?” We can say that reproduction
is the link that connects the individual members of successive generations in an unbroken
series provided we keep in mind that we are speaking metaphorically and that expressions
such as ‘the continuity of all living things’ cannot be taken literally 3® A living thing may
be defined as "any semiclosed physical system that exploits the order it already possesses,
and the energy flux through it, in such a way as to maintain and/or increase its internal
order."*! Organisms "serve the interests of their genes," but the interests of the organism
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The procedure of arriving at theoretical terms in this way is not unlike what Quine
means by ‘analysis’ and what Derrida refers to as ‘erasure’. All presuppose that the literal

level (or so-called ordinary language) has the same origin as the technical vocabulary, that
literal meaning is arbitrary, a human decision.

When Quine explains what he means by offering an ‘analysis’ or ‘explication’, he
says that "we do not claim to make clear and explicit what the users of the unclear
expression had unconsciously in mind all along. We do not expose hidden meanings, as
the words ‘analysis’ and ‘explication” would suggest; we supply lacks. We fix on the
particular functions of the unclear expression that make it worth troubling about, and then
devise a substitute, clear and couched in terms to our liking, that fills those functions.
Beyond those conditions of partial agreement, dictated by our interests and purposes, any
traits of the explicans come under the head of ‘don’t-cares’. Under this head we are free
to allow the explicans all manner of novel connotations never associated with the
explicandum." 4

Derrida’s procedure of ‘erasure’ entails putting a cross through the word and thereby
marking the absence of any signified. He thus takes himself to destroy any metaphysical
baggage that normally accompanies the word. "There are, however, very definite problems
for the reader in this procedure. For it is never clear what remains to be grasped when
once a word appears under erasure. . . . Derrida recognizes the difficulty and invents the
notion of a trace in order to circumvent it. In using a word under erasure, he concedes,
one exploits its literal meaning in order to convey a specific sense, but having done so,
one immediately disowns this meaning. It is this trace or ‘echo’ of its literal meaning
which gives provisional sense to the utterance: a sense which is instantaneously withdrawn
and denied."® '

For Derrida, there really is no literal meaning. Whatever seems to have a determinate
meaning must be metaphorical. There is no literal meaning because the so-called literal
meaning "is always a function of the use to which we choose to put our words."*® The
vocabulary of science, then, is just one vocabulary on a par with all others and science
can claim no special ability to impart "literal truths."” Derrida sees through to the theorist’s
problem here.

For Quine "the positing of . . . extraordinary things [like molecules] is just a vivid
analogue of the positing or acknowledging of ordinary things: vivid in that the physicist
. . . posits them for recognized reasons, whereas the hypothesis of ordinary things is
shrouded in pre-history." We cannot speak of the motives for this "archaic and unconscious
hypothesis of ordinary physical objects" but the positing in ordinary language does not
differ in function and survival value from that of physics.*’

But in spite of the fact that the theorist wants to deny any special status to the literal
level, he recognizes the primacy of literal meaning because he claims to impart "literal
truths." For Quine, relativity physics is "the literal truth."*® For Churchland, "Folk-psy-
chology is literally a theory."® The "literal application" of such concepts as ‘witch’ has
been permanently withdrawn and the concepts of folk psychology await a similar fate.’
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"as a label for biological phenomena which would be less misleadingly designated by a
technical term having no analogue in ordinary language; or the attempts do not succeed
in getting rid of the evaluative features of the concept but simply retain these features in
a covert form." The procedure of abstraction, which is supposed to work in such cases as
‘natural selection’, does not succeed here because "the concept in its everyday use has an
evaluative connotation which even a philosophical re-definition has to retain."> In spite
of (or because of) the area of common meaning shared by the terms ‘progress’ and
‘evolution’ in everyday language, the notion of ‘progress’ cannot be retained in biological
discourse.

If we consider the concept of ‘purpose’ we see the rejection of appearances even more
clearly. And this rejection of appearances is a rejection of agency in nature. It is important
to note that the theorist does not deny the appearance of agency in living nature. Goudge
often speaks of the appearance of design.*® In fact, he claims that "the general effect is
that of a well-arranged scheme, exhibiting a remarkable degree of design. If one turns
from the overall effect to the detailed characters of animals and plants, one is further struck
by the fact that nearly all these characters appear to serve some purpose in the life of the
organism.">’ We are not entitled to affirm or deny that there is purpose in nature, but we
can speak of "ostensible design or plan" and of "apparently purposive forms of behavior."*®
Schwartz expresses the same notion: "Natural selection provides an unintelligent, non-
teleological mechanism to account for what seems to be highly intelligent and goal-di-
rected characteristics of organisms in the natural world." It is "natural" to say that
selection ‘produces’ effects and "this mode of speech readily suggests the idea of an active
force at work."®?

But this appearance must be rejected: "The system seems supremely purposeful, but
this is only an appearance." Words like ‘purpose’ or ‘interest’ are only convenient
anthropomorphisms "used to explain a process that involves no volition or intention on
the part of agents."®!

In his description of the Western "folk-model" of the mind, D’ Andrade points to one

“of the major disagreements between this folk model and the academic (psychological)
model. The disagreement centers around the question of motivation. The term ‘motiva-
tion’ has its roots in the folk model but has come to have a specialized meaning:
‘motivation’ does not refer to a phenomenological state or process, i.e., it does not refer
to the conscious experience of the person. "Instead, motivation refers to a condition of
deprivation or arousal of the ‘organism’ that is only variably correlated with pheno-
menological experience. . . . Most psychologists consider motivation to be a real rather
than a hypothetical state of the person but not a state that the person is necessarily aware
of." The psycho-analytic model, on the other hand, regards unconscious states and
processes as the center of the causal system. D’ Andrade concludes that "even though the
academic and psychoanalytic models have their origins in the folk model, both are deeply
at variance with the folk model. That is, the folk model treats the conscious mental states
as having central causal powers."®? Schwartz expresses this somewhat differently. For the
behavior theorist "“Intelligent’ action is not the result of planning and foresight; it is the
result of selection of behavior that works by the principle of reinforcement."® The
sociobiologist says that one must look beneath the surface for the true source of behav-
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Autonomy

But the agency and autonomy, which are denied to man as the object of the social sciences,
are supposedly returned to him by these same social sciences. The claim is that we can be
autonomous agents only through theory. Theory frees us from nature and gives us the
power to truly direct ourselves.

Man is distinguished within nature by the fact that he is "the only living thing who is
able to formulate a theory of evolution™® and this "pure knowledge is the ultimate
emancipator."”’” The human species can change its own nature through the science of
genetics,’® and the "genetic analysis of behavior can lead to an increase not only in human
welfare, but in human freedom."” Finally, the purposiveness which was so thoroughly
expunged from nature is reintroduced. The theory of evolution is itself adaptive. The
theory has enabled man to grasp important truths. "As long as he was ignorant of these
truths or embraced false beliefs about the world and himself, he was faced with the problem
of adapting to an environment which was a mixture of illusion and reality."8 Until now,
"man has not guided the overall course of his own evolution. And he has obviously not
guided his own social and political history. What has happened in both these areas has
been very largely blind! What car happen in the future has at least the possibility of being
‘planned’, since man has arrived at the point where his knowledge makes him increasingly
able to modify, or even to direct (within certain limits) his own physical and cultural
evolution. Should he ever succeed in doing so on a sufficiently grand scale, the evolution-
ary process will be purposive in a way that it has never been before."®!

Only through theory can we be free agents. Everything depends on getting the right
theory. The replacement of moral philosophy by moral theory reveals the same notion. In
his discussion of the way moral philosophers have dealt with the question of abortion,
Philip Abbott notes that "the philosopher’s imagination is set loose to explore every
possible moral dilemma except those which people confront in their everyday lives. The
philosopher’s response is that we cannot confront the human condition directly. . . .
Philosophers have moved into the world of fantasy [talking robots, human cats, and
Martians] in the same way and with the same verve that social scientists moved into the
world of quantifiable facts. We are admonished to liberate ourselves, both from what are
viewed as merely personal feelings and the superficiality of unordered reality in order to
steel ourselves for the consequences of the real objectivity of method."?

The appearances must be denied if we are to be truly autonomous. The appearance
of autonomy must itself be denied. Here again we see the character of the relationship
between appearance and reality with respect to theory and its abstractions. The appearance
of autonomy is not caused by real autonomy and is not explained by it. What we experience
as agents, what makes us wonder about agency in the first place, is mere illusion, not
simply misleading but thoroughly deceptive.

This explains, at least in part, why the theorist despises rhetoric.®* Respect for the art
of rhetoric assumes that, as agents, we can control ourselves and that this self-control is,
in part, accomplished by reason speaking to and persuading the passions. But, for the
theorist, this assumption rests on an illusion. We never really control ourselves; we control
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The notion of an adequate account as a web of univocal meanings falls short of this
philosophical ideal. In his Foreword to Owen Barfield’s History in English Words, W. H.
Auden refers to the attempt to create "a language in which, as in algebra, meanings would
be unequivocal and misunderstandings impossible" as an "unphilosophical day-dream."
Auden explains that "we use words for two quite different purposes; as a code of
communication whereby, as individual members of the human race, we can request and
supply information necessary to life, and as Speech in the true sense, the medium in which
we gratuitously disclose ourselves."!

The ideal of univocal meaning is a mathematical-scientific ideal which perhaps
reveals the origin of theory in the origin of modern philosophy itself. The requirement of
univocal meaning entails the belief that "nothing is really puzzling and that therefore there
cannot be anything unclear that we can legitimately want to say. This belief is connected
with another, namely, that one speaker does not communicate with another unless both
understand what is said. In one sense of the word understand’, this statement is a tautology;
but it becomes questionable when ‘understanding’ is taken in the Cartesian sense of ‘clear
and distinct perception’ according to which we cannot be said to understand a truth which
remains mysterious." Philosophy, on this view, must culminate in solving problems, not
in wondering contemplation.

Univocal language is essential to the scientific task of manipulation and control.
"Scientific language is technical language. This means that it is like an instrument in the
hands of the user. Words are instruments which men use, and of which the user can
determine the meaning."* Abstraction is the process by which meaning is fully specified,
not by revealing the given depth of meaning, but by eliminating undesirable meanings.
Univocal meaning serves the interests of technique. This is why theory can promise us
salvation.
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applicable to any number of specific social configurations and economic arrangements.
The second aim is to develop a modest but, I think, reasonably important application to
our own day. There is ample room to suggest that a substantial ideological component
affects, as a quite inherent side effect of our political system, the politics (and thus the
economics) of the liberal-democratic societies that are dominant in our era.

Ideology Theory: Basics
The essential components of an ideology theory would seem to be these:

(1) a"ruling class" (which we will call ‘R’, for ‘rulers’), distinguishable from a "ruled
class" (we will call it ‘C’ for ‘citizens’);

(2) arecognizable set of interests of R, in conflict with the interests of C, such that R is
interested in its being the case that C has certain beliefs, which

(3) are either false or meaningless, and which
(4) R has the power to induce C to believe.

The central claim of the theory, then, is that in the political systems in question, rulers
have an interest in, and the power to, bamboozle their subjects on matters of importance
to the latter; and that, because they do, there is an appreciable probability that the idea and
information disseminated by those rulers on those matters is both open to suspicion and
likely to be worthwhile suspecting on the part of the citizens.

Let me caution that it need not be part of the burden of an ideology theory that the
phenomena captured by it be all-pervasive or irresistible or even merely overwhelmingly
dominant. In particular, for instance, nothing requires that all of the ideas which R would
like C to believe are either false or contrary to C’s interest. What is required, for an
ideological theory to have scope, is only that some have those characteristics. Moreover,
it is not flatly assumed that ideology is unjustifiable, overall. Perhaps in the grand
perspective of all things, Plato’s Big Lie might be benign after all? What is argued is only
that the phenomenon of ideology in the sense we hope to capture here is important, and
affords, so far as it goes, a prima facie significant kind of criticism of the operation of any
polity in which it is a significant factor.

Ideology and Conflicting Interests

The leading idea of any such theory is that ideas are used as tools on behalf of the interests
of the rulers, and are so used in such a way as to go against the interests of the ruled - or
at least, against their interests as they conceive them. Of course, when we say that "ideas”
are so used, what we mean is that their propagation is so used. The reason why A tries to
induce B to believe p is not because A believes p (or not only because of that; we must
allow for the - rather important, I think - cases in which A also believes it), nor that it
would be useful to B to believe p, but rather that it is useful to A to have B believe p.
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is not what is going on. Rather, it is that if X is done, then the result is worse for B and
better for A, whether or not A actually identified his interest with B’s loss. One not only
hopes, but really supposes, and plausibly so, that modern "rulers" in the liberal democra-
cies do not positively hate their subjects.

Establishing Motivation

This requirement that the theory be able to characterize the opposed interests in a plausible
way is an tmportant one, for one of the main responsibilities of a theory of ideology is to
provide plausible accounts of the motivations of the actors. Absent this, its purported
explanation of the phenomena it considers would not be plausible. In Marx’s case, for
example, his theory is unable to explain why capitalists are supposed to be "interested" in
doing down the proletariat, for that is an aim that makes no inherent sense in capitalist
society, especially at the "class" level.

This point is an extremely important one, and it is worth pausing for a moment to
consider the failure of Marx’s own theory in regard to the motivational question. Marx
supposed that there was a general conflict of interests between owners and workers, a
conflict leading the owners to "exploit" their workers by paying extremely low wages.
Now, owners do, of course, have an interest in minimizing their costs, which include wage
costs. True. But on the other hand, they also have an interest in selling to as many people
as possible. The latter interest requires that those people,the potential buyers, have enough
income to buy the goods that the owners wish to sell to them. So which of these two
interests is the greater? It doesn’t take a lot of insight to see that the latter interest is the
greater, by far. If nobody can afford his goods, the capitalist will go out of business no
matter how badly he treats his own employees. But if everybody can afford them, on the
other hand, then he will be able to afford to pay his employees well and still make money.
A Marxian could counter this by claiming that capitalists were too short-sighted to see
this, but if one takes that line, it goes counter to his insight that we should be talking about
objective interests. Besides, Marx’s standard case (rightly) was that of mass production.
A mass-producer who doesn’t see the wisdom of having millions of ready buyers able to
buy has to have quite a lot less savvy than even Marx’s theory can feel comfortable
positing.

To put the point more generally, while we might try crediting people with a general
interest in dominating others for its own sake, this does not seem a plausible view. What
makes a lot more sense is when the domination in question results in some independently
specificable gain for the dominator. Thus the hold-up man may or may not want simply
to dominate his victim, but if he’s picked the right victim, then the result of his domination
will be a considerable increase in the dominator’s disposable income. And that does make
sense. Almost no matter who the dominator is, it is understandable that he would be
interested in increasing his disposable income - the class of potential dominators is very
large indeed if that is the motive.

Note that there is no intention, and no need, to elevate pecuniary motivation to the
status of an a priori truth. What makes money a plausible object of desire is precisely that
it is not intrinsically valuable. Rather, it’s that it can be exchanged for almost anything,
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Ideology and Truth

We may distinguish, for present purposes, three theses concerning the relation between
ideological employment and truth that have been associated - rightly or wrongly - with
Marxian ideology theory.

(a) Crucial to ideology theory is the general idea that the use of ideas for "ideological”
purposes calls their truth into question. (Or it may call their meaningfulness into
question, but this has the same effect: if a sentence is meaningless, it is certainly not
true, whatever else it may be).

Two further theses are, I shall argue, not crucial to it, but certainly have been major
components of the Marxian versions. They are:

(b) that certain kinds of ideas - notably moral ones - are inherently "ideological".

If we combine these two theses, and add that the prevailing ideas of an epoch are put
into circulation by its rulers, then we arrive at the conclusion

(c) that all normative ideas, or more precisely all normative moral and political ideas,
are inherently false or meaningless, owing to their being hopelessly "ideological”.

My proposal is that we should basically accept the first thesis, but, with some
qualifications, reject the second and third.

(1) The fact that A’s conveying of theses p to person B has that motivation on A’s
part is certainly ground for suspicion about p. But it is not in general a sufficient ground,
and certainly not a logically sufficient ground for convicting p either of falsehood or
meaninglessness. If A’s only reason for saying something to B is to put B at some sort of
disadvantage, then A is saying this for reasons having nothing to do with its truth. In this
case, then, his saying it provides no presumptive evidence for its truth. This is important,
for ordinarily when someone sincerely says something, this does provide such evidence.
Obviously, it does not provide conclusive evidence. No one is infallible, people make
mistakes, and so on. Nevertheless, people normally talk about things they know something
about, and speak with a view to conveying information. And very often, the fact that some
person whose motives we have no particular reason to suspect has said something is just
about the only "evidence" the hearer has to go by. In the cases we have in mind, however
- cases which include the ideological ones with which this paper is concerned - the truth
is randomly correlated with the spontaneous statements of the "ideologist", that is, with
those whose motive in speaking is, say, private profit or the promotion of some cause
rather than the supplying of information.

Even so, though, that simply doesn’t prove that p is false, nor that it is meaningless.
It isn’t just that the monkeys-typing-the-encyclopedia scenario 1s logically possible, but
rather the fact that our inherent conceptual organization as information-managers is
strongly enough oriented toward truth that it’s just not plausible to suppose that everything
said by an ideologist would be false. All it shows is that there is genuine reason for
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phenomenological surface motivations. The fact that your believing p would be in the
purveyor’s interests is an important point about the situation, and gives you reason to
check it out. When the scientist dutifully reports that there is a serious problem about x,
the public looks at his scientific credentials - but not the fact that he only gets his research
grants if it seems that there is a "serious problem about x". Needless to say, the number
of "serious problems" will skyrocket under these conditions. Yet the scientist may be
perfectly serious when he says this.

A part of the Marxian program that I emphatically reject, however - if indeed it was
his, which may be debatable - is the one that got him into most trouble: namely, the idea
that the occurrence of an idea, especially a normative one, in these contexts ipso facto
demonstrates either its falsity, or its lack of independent meaning. This is just a mistake,
so far as I can see, but it is a very serious one. Some of the ideas that occur in these contexts
may well be meaningless, in some suitably garden-variety sense of ‘meaning’: religious
views, for instance.? But I assume that typical normative assertions, for instance, are
meaningful, and their use in such contexts has no tendency to show that they are not. To
repeat: their occurrence in these contexts is merely ground for suspicion, not for outright
rejection.

However, the suspicions thus engendered can only be checked out if there are
independent grounds for doing so. If, somehow, the very meaning of what you say is totally
contingent on the context in which it is functioning as "ideology", then perhaps that renders
it meaningless; at least it would seem to render it hopelessly untestable. An example might
be afforded by the case of preachers and mystics who get people under their power by
sheer force of animal magnetism, personal charisma. The person who succumbs to this
power might find it impossible to explain what ‘p’ is supposed to mean, and might insist
that either you take it or you leave it, for no independent check is possible, even in
principle. ("I know that my Redeemer liveth - but don’t ask me how I know it!") Cases
like this are important for normative political purposes. Their main importance is that an
enormous number of people do have beliefs of just that kind, and those beliefs charac-
teristically imply (so he thinks) positions on public policy matters.

I take it to be clear that no public policy should ever be founded on claims having
only that status; yet democracy, especially, provides no check whatever on the voter whose
vote is subservient to his religious interests. This last is itself a normative claim, of course.
But then, that normative claims in general, and political and moral ones in particular, are
(that is, can perfectly well be) meaningful and susceptible to rational analysis and
discussion independently of their occurrence in any ideological contexts, is a general
presumption of my proposal, in marked contrast (at least apparently) to the Marxian
version of the theory.

In fact, I suggest, there is no more reason why ethical or other normative propositions
should figure as values of p for ideological purposes than factual, scientific, or even logical
or mathematical ones. This is by no means to marry ethical naturalism. Let’s grant that at
the bottom of any practical argument we must have some normative premises. But those
are just the major premises; the minor ones, as Aristotle noted, are and indeed must be of
a factual character - for if they weren’t, we would lose all connection of the basic value
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There are two defining features. First, and obviously necessary but, definitely not
sufficient, is that the sole purpose of government is to serve the governed. Government
exists exclusively for their good. Members of government are, of course, people, and inter
alia, good government, if that is possible, would serve their interests along with everyone
else’s. However, that is not to be from the claim of Thrasymachus, that the smart ruler
exploits his position to the maximal advantage of himself.

It must, of course, since it is concerned with all the people, aim to promote the
common good, not the good of any particular class.

The other condition is the differentia of liberalism. According to it, the good of the
people is determined by those people themselves. More precisely, the good of any
individual, for political purposes, is a matter on which that individual himself is the
ultimate authority. Others may advise, suggest, attempt to persuade, even reprimand, but
when it comes to identifying A’s good, we must in the end consult A, not anyone else.

Condition (1) may not be beefed up. The ruler needn’t be Thrasymachus. He may
instead be Plato, in some version or other - equipped with a political outlook, a view of
human nature, ideas of what life is all about. But Liberalism says that when he acts as a
ruler, these views of his have no special status. He may not formulate government policy
on their basis any more than on the basis of his own pecuniary interests. The government,
must, as the modern theorists put it, be neutral as between any and all such views or
theories: it may attend only to the interests of all individuals.

In so saying, the liberal is, of course, putting forth a theory hismelf. But it is not a
theory of the same type - not a theory of how each person should live his life, but rather,
a theory about how an agency entrusted with power over all ought to use that power, on
the basis entirely of the interests of those they exercise it over in their on-going relations
with each other.

Naturally there is disagreement about just how the liberal idea is to be realized. But
what has been said is sufficient for identifying what is objectional about Ideology in
government.

Liberal Ideology Theory

In the version put forth here, then, the culprit class consists, in the first instance, literally
of the rulers, that is, the holders of political power. Of course, in a democracy, these rulers
are supposed to be, and in a quite straightforward sense really are, "the people", though
at any given time, of course, only the majority or perhaps even more likely, a plurality.
However, the set concerned may be reasonably expected to be rather larger than that. Just
as Marx had to distinguish between the capitalists and their lackeys and dupes in order to
accommodate the apparently extensive number of persons not officially capitalists whom
yet he would have wanted to count as serving their interests, so we make here a similar
distinction. Specifically, we mention the following:






Reason Papers 33

the election will often be decisive. Where they are an absolute majority, as is readily
conceivable (and probably true right now in Canada, for instance), their hold on the system
will amount to an unbreakable hammerlock. Big Government in a democracy is thus
self-perpetuating, regardless - within very wide limits - of its real contribution to the public
good.

Sources of Ideological Control

Finally, if we ask why this class is very likely to succeed, the short answer is that even
though in liberal democracies there is a free press, yet the government’s power to influence
is quite enormous. As time goes by, of course, because of the last point made above, they
will largely be preaching to the converted. Few bureaucrats are of the view that we should
greatly reduce employment in other parts of the bureaucracy. And if, say, the Universities
are all financed entirely by the State, it will not be surprising if policies involving an
expansion of State power are very popular, and if many of them are readily brought to
agree that the State is a doer of great good for the public, which would - of course! - suffer
if left to their own devices. So people pointing to embarrassing counter-examples or the
lack of any real evidence for proposed policies are readily shunted aside as voices crying
in the wilderness. "Political Correctness" prevails, and considerations of independently
confirmable truth are largely shunted aside.

Fleshing out such a theory on the empirical side would involve further detailing of
the methods by which the ruling class in a democracy has scope and power to mislead the
citizens in its own interests. We are here, of course, only setting forth broad outlines,
within the confines of a journal-article length paper.

Summary

This brief presentation is intended only to show how the general idea of ideology can be
generalized out of its original Marxian setting, where it did not fare very well, and used
to analyze political situations of the kind that Marxists did much to bring about, as well
as to the familiar more or less liberal democracies that predominate in today’s world. The
conclusion drawn in the latter case is that democracy offers great scope for the operation
of ideological factors in affecting the shape of policy and the design of institutions. And
that it is not going to be easy to rectify the results, for the same reasons. Liberal democracy
can be expected to give us a society much poorer, and a great deal less liberal, than people
might have hoped, or indeed still imagine.}
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Ayn Rand on Units, Essences, and
the Intrinsic

Steven Yates, 3900 Bentley Dr., #1028/Columbia, South Carolina 29210.

The various features of Ayn Rand’s epistemology have received little critical scrutiny
from contemporary philosophers, even less than her defense of rational egoism and
laissez-faire capitalism.! It is important for those who consider Rand’s ideas worth
studying to rectify this situation, if for no other reason than the fact that Rand herself
regarded her metaphysical and epistemological views as fundamental and her views in
ethics and political-economic philosophy as derivative. This is clear from her remark that:

1am not primarily an advocate of capitalism, but of egoism,... and I am not primarily
an advocate of egoism but of reason. If one recognizes the supremacy of reason and
applies it consistently, all the rest follows. This - the supremacy of reason - was, is
and will be the primary concern of my work, and the essence of Objectivism.

Rand obviously needs an account of how reason - our conceptual faculty - works. In
Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology’ she developed the central component of such
an account, her theory of concepts. "Since man’s knowledge is gained and held in
conceptual form," she wrote, "the validity of man’s knowledge depends on the validity of
concepts."* In other words, Rand was fully aware that her position stands or falls with its
theory of concepts.

In this article I intend to discuss certain troublesome features of this theory and draw
some consequences. Specifically, I will consider Rand’s concept of a unit and argue that
it contains a serious ambiguity. This ambiguity will lead to problems for her position on
the status of essences; the result will be that the arguments she brings against the position
she describes under the name intrinsicism do not justify her rejection of it. A couple of
general remarks are in order first, though. Though taking Rand seriously as a philosopher,
this article reaches a conclusion she explicitly rejects and repudiates; hence it might seem
the work of another typical "modern philosopher." It is unfortunate that if Rand has been
regarded negatively by academics, the feeling was mutual. She never passed up an
opportunity to take swipes at "modern philosophy." Her immediate followers (except for
David Kelley) have mostly continued in this same vein.” But maybe Objectivists and
"modern philosophers” can learn from one another. If common ground exists and can be
identified, potentially fruitful exchanges between Objectivists and non-Objectivists be-
come possible - contingent, of course, on the willingness of each side to recognize the
legitimacy of the other’s position, if stated in good faith.® This, at any rate, is the intended
spirit of the present discussion.






Reason Papers 37

do have the option of individuating units on the basis of observation again, depending on
our purposes, so that our units are, say, gold nuggets or gold coins; but these are not
indivisible entities in the fundamental sense of indivisibility. Split any item made of gold
in half and one still has two pieces of gold. Atthe micro level, however, we can individuate
so as to identify indivisible existents: atoms of gold. Rand seems to have overlooked the
crucial concept here: indivisibility. Units in the fundamental sense of this term cannot be
divided up into existents more basic than themselves and still retain their identity. Hence
patches of ground are not really units in the most fundamental sense of this term. Divide
a patch of ground in half, and one has two patches of ground. Split an atom of gold and
one has not gold but two more basic chemical elements.

In that case, an entity’s status as a unit is not derived from a standard of measurement
or system of notation; on the contrary, in the case of the gold example scientists have
developed systems of classification according to discoveries such as the internal structure
of the atom which led to the realization that, to all indications, the most basic components
of everything we call gold have 79 protons in their nuclei. So in the case of patches of
ground, "units" depend on systems of notation which are, in the last analysis, optional; in
the second, systems of notation and classification depend on entities’ status as indivisible
primaries whose indivisibility does not depend on human contrivances. In the gold
example, the use of atomic numbers is a consequence of scientists’ having identified what
it is for something to be a chemical element, versus what it means for something to be a
sample of a particular chemical element.

I

Rand might reply here that the latter usage - and the insistance on a distinction here - falls
into the error of intrinsicism. In IOE she distinguishes her position from this one, which
has its roots in the Aristotelian theory of essences:

...Aristotle held that definitions refer to metaphysical essences, which exist in
concretes as a special element or formative power, and he held that the process of
concept-formation depends on a kind of direct intuition by which man’s mind grasps
these essences and forms concepts accordingly.

Aristotle regarded "essence” as metaphysical; Objectivism regards it as epistemo-
logical.

Objectivism holds that the essence of a concept is that fundamental characteristic(s)
of 1ts units on which the greatest number of other characteristics depend, and which
distinguishes these units from all other existents within the field of man’s knowl-
edge. Thus the essence of a concept is determined contextually and may be altered
with the growth of man’s knowledge.13

For Plato, of course, essences were universals or Forms existing in a nonspatiotemporal,
ideal realm; in no sense were they ontologically dependent on their instantiations as
concrete particulars. In Platonist epistemology, essences are therefore not "grasped”
through a study of concrete particulars but a process of "recollection" which is primarily
intellectual. In Aristotle’s philosophy, essences served at least two isolable purposes,
which, taken together, may avoid this final result of Plato’s. The first purpose was to
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ensuing discussion raised the issue of whether Randian concepts can be anything other
than Cartesian or Lockean “ideas.” The crux of the issue turns on the cash value of saying
that concepts are produced as opposed to invented. So let us frame our query this way: if
there are no intrinsic essences, then by what means is the content of a concept dictated by
reality, and to what extent? To judge the adequacy of Rand’s answer we have to take a
closer look at concepts as she conceives them.

v

According to Rand, concepts are formed by specific acts of consciousness on the part of
individual persons. Accordingly, it is necessary to distinguish between the process of
concept-formation and the product. This she does. The process, she says, is one of
integration and differentiation according to the similarities and differences one immedi-
ately perceives.?! The product is an open-ended higher-order unit which all the concretes
of a particular kind can be subsumed, not merely the ones observed:

A concept is not formed by observing every concrete subsumed under it, and does
not specify the number of concretes. A concept is like an arithmetical sequence of
specifically defined units, going off in both directions, open at both ends, and
including a/l units of that partlcular kind.??

And "In order to grasp a concept, [an individual] has to grasp that it applies to all entities
of that particular kind. If he doesn’t, he is merely repeating a word.">

Let us consider both in the light of the intrinsicism question. It should be clear that
the process is, by its very nature, dependent on consciousness. The real questions then are,
to what extent is the product also dependent on consciousness, and to what extent is its
content "dictated by reality?" Rand’s statements are actually equivocal. On the one hand,
concepts look to be context-dependent:

Concepts are not and cannot be formed in a vacuum; they are formed in a context;
the process of conceptualization consists of observing the differences and similari-
ties of the existents within the field of one’s awareness (and organizing them into
concepts accordingly). From a child’s grasp of the simplest concept integrating a
group of perceptually given concretes, to a scientist’s grasp of the most complex
abstractions integrating Iong conceptual chains - all conceptualization is a contex-
tual process; the context is the entire ﬁeld of a mind’s awareness or knowledge at
any level of its cognitive development

This suggests a view of concepts as mind-dependent entities whose content depends on
the amount of experience and level of knowledge of the persons who have formed them,
and whose reference class changes accordingly with changes in experience and level of
knowledge. However, on other occasions Rand’s description of the content of concepts
reaches for something more ambitious:

Concepts stand for specific kinds of existents, including a// the characteristics of
these existents, observed and not-yet-observed, known and unknown.
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sophically, the mystic is usually an exponent of the intrinsic (revealed) school of episte-
mology," she says.”® And Peikoff repeats the characterization of metaphysical essences
as supernatural in “The Analytic-Synthetic Dichotomy."* There is little in the Appendix
to the second edition of IOF which justifies this directly. The closest we come to an indirect
justification begins with Rand’s view that only concretes exist.>! This requires that all
concepts be rooted in experience of concretes and be, themselves, concretes. An essence
inhering in all the concretes of a kind cannot itself be an individual concrete. Hence there
can be no intrinsic essences, only perceived similarities; similarities alone provide the
basis for concept formation.

However, if perceived similarities between existents alone form the full basis for
concepts, we are uncomfortably close to something on the order of Wittgenstein’s notion
of "family resemblances": another notion she explicitly repudiates as the product of a
"mind out of focus."? It is interesting, though, that essentialism was one of the main targets
of Wittgenstein’s later writings. I think both Rand’s integration of and differentiation
between similarities amidst percepts as the sole basis of concept-formation as well as
Wittgenstein’s classification on the basis of resemblances overlook problems which arise
whenever a fully realistic metaphysics is abandoned.

VI

It might help to consider what a reasonable version of "intrinsicism" might look like.
Consider middle-sized objects such as tables. Let us note again that the features of tables
which make them tables as opposed to chairs, shelves, and sofas, can be observed, as is
proper for middle-sized objects. We can readily identify points of commonality (not mere
similarity) between all tables such as: at least one support, flat upper surface, capacity for
holding smaller objects. These points of commonality may be contrasted with points of
difference between individual tables: some have four supports, some three, some just one;
some have transparent tops, others opaque tops; and so on. In this case, what is integrated
in the formation of the concept table is not mere similarity in our percepts but points of
commonality observed in tables. Or consider again our gold example. This example is
considerably more complicated, because in it observation is not direct but supplemented
by elaborate scientific instrumental as well as theoretical apparatus. The result, however,
is the same. Atoms of gold must have 79 protons in their nuclei; else they are not atoms
of gold but of some other chemical element. This is the point of commonality between
gold’s most fundamental units. Middle-sized objects comprised of gold are therefore
comprised of atoms with 79 protons in their nuclei in addition to whatever properties they
might have as middle-sized objects; this is the point of commonality between all directly
visible objects made of gold whatever the individual differences between different
concrete objects and between different atoms of gold (such as number of neutrons). A
human being, finally, has a certain genetic and physiological make-up, including a brain
and central nervous system capable of processing and integrating information on the
conceptual level; these are the points of commonality between individual human beings,
whatever the differences between individuals. An essence, then, just is the sum total of
these points of commonality (not mere similarity) which all existents of a given kind share
- both the known and the unknown. In other words, speaking of similarities, while it might
do as a starting point, is in the last analysis too conservative; it does not explain.
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that according to Rand our knowledge consists of valid concepts, what, precisely, is it that
is changing?

Let us back up a step. What are concepts, really? If we attempt to dig to a level deeper
than phrases like mental integration and product of man’s consciousness Rand’s answer
is not particularly helpful. According to Rand, concepts are "mental entities." Her
explication, again, seems to vacillate between quasi-Platonism and quasi-Cartesianism.
Consider the following exchange, from the second edition of JOE:

Prof. F: If you and I have the same concept, does that mean that the same entity is
in both of our minds?

Ayn Rand: If we are both careful and rational thinkers, yes. Or rather, put it this
way: the same entity shou/d be in both of our minds.

Prof. F: Okay, taking concepts, therefore, as entities: they do not have spatial
location, do they?

AR: No, I have said they are mental entities.

Prof. F: When you say a concept is a mental entity, you don’t mean "entity" in the
sense that a man is an entity, do you?

AR: I'mean it in the same sense in which I mean a thought, an emotion, ora memory
is an entity, a mental entity - or put it this way: a phenomenon of consciousness.”

This sort of vagueness is likely to drive many analytic philosophers away from Rand’s
views; it would hardly satisfy contemporary philosophers of mind, as it seems to suggest
on the one hand that concepts are, in some sense, mind-dependent (suggesting Cartesian-
ism) but on the other not dependent on any one mind (suggesting Platonism). When
pressed for elaboration, Rand allowed distinct Platonic elements to appear and openly
acknowledged them as such:

Prof. B: ...The concept as a mental entity is determinate. It’s individual, it has
identity,... The concept, if it is formed correctly, has a determinate reference, which
means that it refers to a determinate aspect of reality. To say that the concept is less
determinate than the concrete is to treat the concept as if it were a concrete in
reality-

AR: Of a different kind, yes. That’s right. That’s the element that is somewhat
Platonic here.>’

But identifying Rand as a closest Platonist may be too hasty; there are other indications
that she was grasping at ideas for which no one yet has adequate terminology:

AR: ..Ikept saying...that we can call [concepts] "mental entities" only metaphori-
cally or for convenience. It is a "something." For instance, before you have a certain
concept, that particular something doesn’t exist in your mind. When you have
formed the concept of concept, that is a mental something; it isn’t a nothing. But
anything pertaining to the content of a mind always has to be treated metaphysically
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growth and refinement of our concepts (not just our definitions), including the occasional
course-correction which will be required when, for example, a scientist realizes that a
given concept his colleagues have been using is invalid (has no referents in reality).*

VHI

At this point I would like to raise three objections which no doubt will have troubled a
number of readers.

Objection One focuses on the ‘points of commonality’ which according to the above
analysis constitute the essence of a given kind and asks, in effect, are they also concrete
particulars, and if so, how can they possibly do the job essences were intended to do in
the Aristotelian philosophy, which was to take us from a limited set of observed particulars
to a universal generalization about all the members in that class of particulars. David
Kelley frames the problem this way:

Even after I have grouped objects together on the basis of their similarity, I am still
aware only of those particular objects, the two tables (say) that I happen to be
looking at. My mode of awareness is still perceptual, and thus limited to the things
that are present to my senses. But after I have formed the concept ‘table’, and begin
using it in conceptual thought...my thought is about all tables, everywhere. That is
what it means to say that a concept is universal. Now there is no way to understand
one’s capacity for conceptual thought about a universal class of objects by simple
extrapolition from the perception of a few similar objects; there is a difference in
kind here.*’

In other words, according to this objection it makes no sense to assert that we can identify
essences intrinsic to all concrete particulars of a kind through an examination of some of
them; we have no other option except to recognize that similarities exist between
concretes, subsume them under a concept on this basis which regards essences as defining
characteristics and defining characteristics as irreducibly contextual. This defeats the idea
that essences can be intrinsic to members of kinds.

Objection Two continues this same line of thought. Above we characterized gold’s
most fundamental units as atoms with 79 protons in their nuclei. If this really is the essence
of gold, the proposition Gold has 79 protons in its nucleus is a necessary truth. But we
could discover on empirical grounds that this proposition is false, and hence obviously
not necessarily true. As Saul Kripke remarks,

Gold apparently has the atomic number 79. Is it a necessary or a contingent property
of gold that it has the atomic number 79? Certainly we could find out that we were
mistaken. The whole theory of protons, of atomic numbers, the whole theory of
molecular structure and of atomic structure, on which such views are based, could
all turn out to be false. Certainly we didn’t know it from time immemorial. So in
that sense, gold could turn out not to have atomic number 79.%
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The correct move, I submit, is not to drop the demand for absoluteness of both definitions
and concepts. Both should be regarded as fallible, malleable, and revisable.

Where does this leave the status of essences, which on the account being defended
here are independent of concepts and are what concepts represent attempts to grasp? The
implication of this account so far is that concepts are contextual and essences transcend
our contexts; Objection Two draws a good bit of its force from the "gap" between the
two which threatens to reintroduce a variety of familiar philosophical woes, the above
skeptical induction being only the most obvious: given that what we take to be the essence
of gold is embedded in the theoretical framework of modern chemistry and physics, and
given that this framework could be discovered to be wrong, our entire concept of what
gold is could be invalidated at some future date. To make this more concrete, one could
argue that all the empirical findings on which our present position that having 79 protons
in its nucleus constitutes the essence of gold could result from, say, a local deformation
in the space-time continuum, so that having 79 protons in its nucleus is really a local
phenomenon.>

Three replies to Objection Two are in order, the first two methodological and the
third ontological. Reply One begins by observing that natural kind terms like gol/d may
be what Kripke, Putnam, and others have called rigid designators, terms which designate
the same natural kind in all possible worlds.*! If this interpretation is correct, then
essentialism follows, as Kripke and Putnam were able to show; in this case, given that
gold is the element with 79 protons in its nucleus, while it will be possible to imagine
circumstances in which samples of what is putatively gold are discovered which are not
samples of an element with 79 protons in its nucleus, in reality such a discovery will be
logically impossible. In other words, the hypothetical situation from with Objection Two
derives its force is actually self-contradictory, and the self-contradiction is not merely
formal but metaphysical - it describes not merely a logical but a metaphysical impossibil-
ity! In this case, mere conceivability establishes nothing except that the conceiver is
intellectually confused. But this argument (like Kripke’s) operates on the assumption that
gold really is an element with 79 protons in its nucleus, that this really is the essence of
gold. The necessary truth follows from this assumption and the claim that proper names
and substance terms are rigid designators. For the sake of argument I will not assume the
former; perhaps, like Kripke ponders above, it is logically possible, after all, that we might
discover that the attribution of ‘has 79 protons in its nucleus’ is not a universally true
description of gold. In that case, Reply Two emerges. It should be self-evident that the
mere possibility of p is not a positive reason for believing p. Without such a check on our
philosophical speculations, the skeptic can always play a game of "What if?" and raise
questions which seem forceful because of their unanswerability. Sometimes it is worth-
while to be doubtful of doubt - as Peirce observed with his admonition that serious
intellectual inquiry should be motivated by, as he put it, "real and living doubt" - i.e. doubt
with some factual basis, such as an anomalous substance which shows all of the observed
but none of the microphysical properties normally associated with gold.>? This further
shifts the burden of argument from the essentialist to the skeptic by granting, in effect,
that while we do not have absolute certainty that having 79 protons in its nucleus is the
essence of gold, nor do we have any legitimate reason for casting doubt that our belief
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primarily engaged in discovering knowledge of one sort or another; the latter, at pursuits
such as the aesthetic or the economic. Many philosophers have felt that science was the
only legitimate epistemic pursuit, though this now seems dubious.>* But be that as it may,
epistemic pursuits aim at ‘getting to the bottom of things’ in ways that other projects do
not, i.e., making efforts to identify the fundamental attributes or essential properties of the
items their practitioners encounter. Nonepistemic pursuits have no such aim; so it should
be unsurprising that while they may identify project-specific "units," these are not units
in the fundamental sense the philosopher should be most interested in. It is worth
reiterating that above we discovered that indivisibility is a criterion on "unithood" in this
fundamental sense. One can divide a gold coin and still have two pieces immediately
recognizable as fragments of gold (of a gold coin, in fact); one cannot split a gold atom
and still have gold or anything recognizable as fragments of gold. This takes care of
Objection Three.

X

A few concluding remarks are in order. I began this article by criticizing Rand’s
conception of units, and arrived at (a version of) the Aristotelian "intrinsicism" she
rejected. Let me discuss one final objection which would be limited to the Objectivist
camp. Objectivists might see the kind of position advocated here as just another effort to
reduce the conceptual to the perceptual with the claim that essences exist in objects as sets
of common attributes - points of commonality - betwgen them which can be observed or
discovered. This, the argument might go, would render concept-formation automatic, like
perception. This fear, too, seems to me groundless. After all, one must still make an
intellectual-cognitive effort to identify what it is that all existents of a kind have in
common; with the objects of specialized scientific investigations such as the microstruc-
ture of the atom this may require considerable cognitive labor which is anything but
automatic. Objectivists might also see these remarks as having sabotaged our conceptual
faculty as badly as any "mainstream" philosopher would by insisting on the fallibility not
merely of concept-formation but of the product as well; of saying, in effect, that since
"any knowledge acquired by a process of consciousness is necessarily subjective [it]
cannot correspond to the facts of reality, since it is ‘processed knowledge.’"*> This does
not follow, however. Empirical fallibilism recognizes that because we are creatures of a
specific kind, with cognitive faculties of a specific kind, our knowledge is going to be
incomplete, and incompleteness of knowledge, again, is not grounds for skepticism about
knowledge. Given again that we are not omniscient, a reasonable epistemology could
hardly conclude otherwise.

In the final analysis, I believe that Objectivist philosophers can learn from those they
dismiss out of hand - very possibly more than the latter can learn from them, at least at
present. For Rand’s positive statements on such philosophical problems as whether
concepts are "mental entities" and what it amounts to to say this, are usually primitive and
equivocal as we have seen. At the same time, her dismissals of the various strains of
"modern philosophy" such as pragmatism and linguistic analysis are frequently strawman-
nish. Linguistic analysis has its uses: if we do not get as clear as we can about what a
philosophical question is asking or about how we are actually using (or should use) a
philosophically pregnant term, errors and confusion are bound to creep into our discus-
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Liberalism in Prewar Japan:
Origins, Evolution and Demise

Mary L. Hanneman, Ph.D., University of Washington, Tacoma.

In his best-selling book, Blueprint for a New Japan: The Rethinking of a Nation (1993),
Ozawa Ichiro, a leading member of the Liberal Democratic Party, argues that Japan must
become a "normal" nation. The Japanese, he writes, "must reform our politics, our
economy, our society, and our consciousness to bring them into greater currency with the
rest of the world." To do this, Ozawa writes, the Japanese "must strive toward the goal of
‘five freedoms’", including "placing greater value on individual life," and "allowing
individuals...more freedom." If accomplished, these "five freedoms" would mean for
Japan a greater emphasis on the individual than ever before in its history. In Ozawa’s view,
only by achieving these freedoms and becoming a "laudable country" can Japan continue
to pursue economic development, and thereby "assume its international responsibilities
and create a new, stable post-cold war global structure."!

Ozawa is arguing that Classical Liberalism, based on its cornerstone of individualism,
contains universal values that can take root anywhere, not just in the West. Much is known
about liberalism in a Western context - libertarian scholars have devoted many pages to
discussions of Lockean ideas, Adam Smith, Austrian economics, modern libertarian
theory and so on. But what about liberalism in a non-Western context? Late 19th century
Japan saw the rise of a notable liberal intellectual trend that deserves the scrutiny of
scholars of Classical Liberalism. An inquiry into the development of liberalism in Japan
provides an important opportunity to view liberalism in a non-Western context and to
consider the prospects for liberalism elsewhere.

Ozawa’s ideas are contemporary echoes of the thinking that guided Japan’s modern-
ization that began with the Meiji Restoration of 1868. In 1868, having toppled the 250
year old Tokugawa Shogunate, young samurai leaders endeavored to set Japan on the path
of modernization, summarizing their goals in the slogan, "Rich Country, Strong Army."
These words would guide the new Meiji leaders as they adopted policies designed to
achieve equality with the Western powers and free the country from the unequal treaties
Western nations had pressured the Tokugawa leadership to sign.

At the end of the 19th century, many in Asia looked to Japan as a potential model for
modernization and independence from Western domination. Influential Chinese reform-
ers like Kang Youwei and Liang Qiqao advocated modernization along Japanese lines,
and thousands of Chinese students made their way to Japan to study. Korea sent its first
students abroad in the early 1880s, young officials of the royal court who studied in Japan.?
But Japan’s role as a model for Asian modernization was thoroughly discredited by the
aggressive policies it pursued against its neighbors in the 1930s and 1940s, its "anti-colo-
nian imperialism."* While the animosity and fear that Japan’s Asian neighbors harbor
toward it have not completely abated, Japan has nevertheless emerged once again as a
model for development. South Korea, Taiwan, and the other "mini-dragons” of Asia have
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which Fukuzawa called a "disease inherited from our distant ancestors," described a
well-ordered, harmonious society strictly built on hierarchical principles and demanding
respect for and obedience to authority. Confucian ideals so permeated society that despite
the Meiji reforms in the late 1860s eliminating the rigid traditional class structure, the
bulk of the Japanese people retained habits that were "still those of inferiors...When told
to stand, they stand; when told to dance, they dance. Their subservience is like that of
hungry dogs raised in a house."!

Centuries of Confucian tradition, Fukuzawa believed, created a situation in Japan in
which an "imbalance of power pervades the entire network of Japanese society."!! On an
individual level, this produced the fawning and currying of inferior to superior, and the
haughty disdain of superior to inferior.!? On a countrywide scale, however, the implica-
tions were even more dire for Japan, resulting in authoritarian government. Fukuzawa
argued that "the common people had never asserted their rights" and as a result, he
believed, "...in Japan, there is a government, but no nation."'

In fact, it was this absence of a nation, this lack of popular participation in civic life,
that Fukuzawa feared most. Individual subservience would become national subservience:
"The humiliation not only of a single individual, but of Japan."'* Thus the missionary zeal
with which he proselytized individualism was wholly directed toward achieving and
preserving national independence. "When the people of a nation do not have the spirit of
individual independence,” he wrote, "the corresponding right of national independence
cannot be realized.""* Fukuzawa’s concern over Japanese independence was completely
reasonable in the 1870s, the years of his strongest liberal message. Having seen China,
their great continental neighbor, brought to its knees in the Opium Wars 30 years earlier,
and subsequently forced by the West into a servile position, many Japanese feared their
own country, having already signed unequal treaties with Western powers in the 1850s
and *60s, would meet the same fate. Fukuzawa’s determination to teach his countrymen
how to avoid this inspired his liberal prescription for Japan. "Now, the only duty of the
Japanese at present is to preserve Japan’s national polity," Fukuzawa wrote in 1875.16

As we have seen, individualism formed the basis of Fukuzawa’s prescription; he
fleshed it out by applying individualism to the political and economic structure of the
country. "Popular parliaments," he believed, "can serve as a balance of power in regard
to the government,""” remedying the authoritarian, top-heavy imbalance that plagued
Japan. He recognized, however, that the outward form of a parliament would be mean-
ingless until a generation of "Japanese people...[are]...born who will be a stimulus to
government instead of its plaything."!®

Just as participatory government was important for Japan, so too was popular
participation in the economy. In the traditional social structure the merchants, despised as
a "parasite class,” occupied the lowest position, and economic activity in other classes
was severely limited both by law and custom. The elimination of class distinctions shortly
after the Meiji Restoration went a long way toward freeing up the economic sphere, vital
to achieving the goals of "Rich Country, Strong Army." Fukuzawa unequivocally sup-
ported this opening up of economic opportunity, and in 1882 even founded a newspaper
that focused Jargely on business and financial issues. He was a strong believer in the
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beginning of our foreign policy."* This was an ominous thought indeed in light of Japan’s
later military aggression in Asia.

For others of his generation, the turn to nationalism at the expense of liberalism was
even starker. For Tokutomi Soho, whose advocacy of "19th century liberal doctrine" for
Japan was complete, the turn to nationalism was also complete. Following the Sino-Japa-
nese War, the Triple Intervention of France, Russia and Germany demanded Japan return
to China the Liaotung Peninsular, ceded to Japan in the Treaty of Shimonoseki. After this
setback, Tokutomi wrote he was "baptized to the gospel of power,"? and came to believe
that "the adoption of Western civilization no longer represented unqualified progress."”’
So seductive were imperialism and military victory as signs of national strength that as
one Japanese intellectual historian explained, after the Sino-Japanese War, "Even those
who were [previously] considered unalloyed liberals [became] militarists."?® Thus Japan’s
victory over China, and to an even greater degree, victory over Russia in the Russo-Japa-
nese War ten years later, proved a watershed for Japan. Victory on the battlefield seemed
to demonstrate the validity of liberal doctrine. Liberalism worked: Liberalism won wars.

A generation later, liberal intellectual Hasegawa Nyozekan (1875-1969) recognized
the rise of nationalism, and its danger to liberalism, noting that, "As we entered the Meiji
twenties [viz. 1890s] the trend in modern Japanese history reversed from a process toward
liberalism to a process toward nationalism."? In his long career as a journalist and social
critic, Hasegawa Nyozekan commented on Japanese society, endeavoring to mould public
opinion and create an intellectual basis for the growth of liberalism in Japan. Nyozekan’s
central characteristic as an intellectual and journalist was his liberalism. As a member of
the generation educated by Fukuzawa and his cohorts, Nyozekan received an education
grounded in the Western knowledge that was flowing into Japan in the early years of Meiji.
Unlike his mentoring generation, however, Nyozekan’s study of Western philosophy, and
of liberalism in particular, took place in an atmosphere largely relieved of the gnawing
fear for Japanese independence. Born seven years after the Meiji Restoration, Japan’s
position was more secure than it must have felt to Fukuzawa, whose concern over
maintaining national independence was the bedrock of his liberalism. More importantly,
however, Nyozekan’s understanding of classical liberalism went deeper than that of
Fukuzawa and his generation.

Nyozekan attended Chuo University, a private university, which like other private
universities, was more conducive to liberal ideas and attitudes than the imperial univer-
sities.3® There he received an education firmly grounded in English and French philosophy,
avoiding the German-based education that was dominant in the imperial universities.’!
Shortly after graduating from Chuo University, ill health forced him into a period of
recuperation, which he spent, despite doctor’s orders, at the library, immersing himself in
the works of Spencer, Mill, Hume, Spinoza, Toqueville, and others.*? He also read Marx
and Engels during this time, tackling the English translation of Marx’s Kapital, and
Engels’ Socialism: Utopian and Scientific, later admitting that he never really "got"
Marx.3* In 1910, Nyozekan took a trip to England in his capacity as a journalist with the
Osaka Asahi Shimbun, the leading liberal voice of the day.** This trip left a strong imprint,
as eminent legal scholar Matsumoto Joji pointed out, "...the liberal aspect of Nyozekan’s
character gradually expanded after his trip to England."*
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conquest of other peoples was anathema to liberty at home. Echoing Hobhouse in his
analysis of the relationship between national and international liberty, Nyozekan argued
in 1920 that Japan’s demonstrated unwillingness to respect the will of the people of other
nations meant that it could not respect the will of its own people.*? After the 1925 Peace
Preservation Law, the truth of this became increasingly evident.

The Manchurian Incident in September, 1931, in which Japan extended colonial
contro! over China’s huge northeastern region, gave additional weight to Nyozekan’s
belief in the connection between Japanese military aggression abroad and political
repression at home. Hobhouse’s statement that the conqueror "forfeits his liberty as long
as he retains his power"* was borne out shortly after the Manchurian Incident in the May
Fifteenth Incident of 1932. In May, 1932, a group of young naval officers staged a coup,
hoping to destroy the political parties and other democratic institutions and "restore"
national unity founded on an intimate relationship between the emperor and the people.
Though the coup failed, party government was sufficiently shaken, and Prime Minister
Saito put in place a "cabinet of national unity" with representatives from the military,
bureaucracy, and parties, ending the practice of party cabinets and limiting popular input
in government.

Japan’s aggressive policy in Asia, Nyozekan observed shortly after the Manchurian
Incident, had a long history, becoming especially pronounced from the middle of the Meiji
period, after which, he wrote, "the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese wars were the
outgrowth of our continental policy."* Two years later he would warn with chilling
accuracy that "...the danger of the Manchurian Incident moving toward a second world
war and a demand for the general mobilization of the population is clear."* For Nyozekan,
then, the Manchurian Incident signalled the onset of fascism in Japan, and formed the
pivotal event around which his 1932 book, Critique of Japanese Fascism (Nihon
fashizumu hihan) revolved. In his critique, Nyozekan explored the process by which the
liberal ideas that Fukuzawa had championed in the early Meiji period had devolved into
fascism.

Central to Nyozekan’s analysis of the development of fascism in Japan was the
country’s status as a late-developing capitalist nation. In his Critique of Japanese Fascism,
Nyozekan first explored Italian fascism, and argued that Japan closely resembled Italy in
that it was "still not sufficiently developed as a capitalist state."*® Playing catch-up with
the West, the Japanese government during the Meiji period took a leading role in
industrialization. Even after Finance Minister Matsukata sold government industries to
private investors in the mid-1880s, government continued to work closely with industry,
and Nyozekan believed this prevented the formation of an independent and oppositional
bourgeoisie. In Europe in the early throes of democratization, the institution of parliament
was established, Nyozekan wrote, "To destroy the dictatorship of the aristocracy."” In
Japan, however, the government, in its single-minded pursuit of the twin goals "Rich
Country, Strong Army," forged a bond with monopoly capital to create an overpowering
force, one which "small and middle landowners and small and middle capitalists" were
unable to oppose, thus paving the way for the development of fascism in Japan.*®
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In 1890, on the day the Meiji Constitution was promulgated, Kuga Katsunan, one of
Nyozekan’s early mentors whose advocacy of liberalism in the early Meiji period had
attracted Nyozekan, wrote of his nation with a strange pride saying that:

the historical relationship between Emperor and people was unsullied by strife or
jealous competition for rights. Japanese advocates of people’s rights who had drawn
their theories from Westem liberal doctrines had ignored this relationship. Because
Japan had never known a revolutionary struggle against its imperial institution,
Western liberalism was irrelevant...and would never find root in Japan.

Nyozekan disagreed with his mentor, that Western liberalism would never find root
in Japan, as Ozawa too would disagree. Liberalism, both would argue, is a universal value,
which has universal application. Individualism as a value, Nyozekan believed, was not a
foreign transplant to Japan, but had indigenous roots. And just as a plant must grow from
its roots, liberalism cannot be imposed from above, as was the attempt in prewar Japan,
but must come from below. Now, with China poised on the brink of change as the world’s
last major communist nation, Japan’s role as a model in Asia may provide a valuable
lesson, not just for one-fifth of the world’s population, but for all. Japan’s experience may
once again provide a model for political liberalization in Asia.
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